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      I

It is too early to judge how 20th century philosophy ended, but its beginning was remarkable. Both Moore's Principia Ethica and Russell's Principles of Mathematics appeared in 1903, the first volume of Husserl's Logical Investigations in 1900-01, and four of William James’s major philosophical books in 1902-09. There was not a significant difference, except in style and temperament, between Anglo-American and European philosophers. The analytic/continental schism came much later. Both Russell and Husserl began as mathematicians. Moore wrote in the preface of Principia that his ethics was closest to Brentano’s. Russell studied and discussed Frege and Meinong in detail. James was admired in Britain and in Europe, influenced Husserl and Wittgenstein, and was the subject of articles by Moore and Russell.
The present occasion is devoted to Moore’s Principia and what his heirs in analytic ethics accomplished. The relation of analytic ethics to Moore’s book rested largely on his thesis in Chapter I that the property good is indefinable. But Moore made clear he had no interest in what he called verbal and the tradition calls nominal definitions. They are the business of lexicography, he wrote. Yet it is just such definitions that analytic philosophers sought, sometimes calling them analyses. The most familiar example comes from analytic epistemology, not ethics: the definitions of “S knows that p” in the 1960s, 70s, and early 80s. They were not even lexicographic definitions, which record lexical fact and are tested by empirical investigation of speech and writing. Rather, they recorded impressions of lexical fact, and were tested by the author’s “intuition” of what would or would not be said in some hypothetical situation, called a “counterexample” if it did not fit the intuition. The question “How do I know what one would say in that situation, given that I am not in it?” was usually ignored. For it could be answered properly only by appealing to what I or others have said in similar situations, and this would be to appeal to lexical fact. Even the Oxford English Dictionary is valuable mainly for the examples of usage it lists, not the definitions it distills from them.
The kind of definition Moore did seek was an account of the constitution of the thing, res, that is defined. It was closer to what the tradition calls real definition, though it gave not the genus and differentia but the parts of the thing. Such a definition can be called an analysis, in a sense reasonably similar to that employed in chemistry. In later years analyses were offered mainly of facts and propositions, which were taken to be nonlinguistic entities categorially different from those chemistry analyzes. Their analysis was intended to reveal logical form, and for this reason was called logical analysis. It was in such analyses that analytic philosophy took root, beginning in 1905 with Russell’s theory of definite descriptions and culminating in Moore’s claim two decades later, in “A Defense of Common Sense,” that he knew the proposition “This is a hand” to be true but did not know how to analyze it. In Principia, however, his example was the definition of a horse and consisted of an anatomical inventory. Our example might be the account of water as H2O. Moore in effect agreed with Kant that “…in matters of morality it is always real definitions that must be sought.”

Despite its inattention to what he meant by “definition,” analytic ethics did begin and develop in relation to Moore’s ethics, though by way of sustained disagreement, not agreement. Discussions of Principia seldom ventured beyond Chapter I, which alone was included in most anthologies. Usually ignored were the crucial Preface, where Moore explained what he meant by “intuition” and “self-evidence,” and thus what anyone calling him an intuitionist and a foundationalist ought to mean. Also usually ignored were the beginning of Chapter II, where he explained what he meant by “natural” and “nonnatural,” thus what anyone calling his ethics nonnaturalist ought to mean, and Chapter V, where he explained his theory of right on the basis of the theory in Chapter I.
By “intuitions,” Moore wrote, he meant self-evident propositions, and “nothing whatever as to the manner or origin of our cognition of them.” And a self-evident proposition, he explained, is one that is evident but not by virtue of inference from other propositions. He did not say what he meant by “evident,” perhaps thinking it unnecessary. A proposition is evident, of course, if it is, or can readily be, seen to be true, either literally or metaphorically. Therefore, it may also be said to be known, in the serious and traditional sense of “know.” The noun “evidence,” as used in court or in the lab, has a wider meaning, but the same root. Moore used “self-evident” for the propositions stating “what kind of things ought to exist for their own sakes,” i.e. are intrinsically good. 

As to the meaning he attached to calling something “natural,” he wrote he meant that the thing is in time. Thus a paradigm of a nonnatural thing would be a number, an abstract entity. The mere fact that a thing falls outside the subject matter of physics does not make it nonnatural. For example, irreducibly mental states would be in time and thus natural. If we said that a natural thing is one belonging in the province of the natural sciences, as Moore himself did on occasion, we would need a noncircular account of what is meant by calling a science natural, as he doubtless was aware and so did not offer this as his definition of “natural.” The fact is that the distinction between the natural and the nonnatural did not play a central role in his book, though the phrase “naturalistic fallacy” of course did. As Moore made clear in the also ignored Chapter IV, which was devoted to what he called metaphysical ethics, even ethical theories concerned with the “supersensible” committed the fallacy. The fallacy was just that of confusing two things: the property good and some other property.  

In Chapter I Moore held that the property good is nonnatural and simple, therefore indefinable, that almost all earlier ethical theories had committed the naturalistic fallacy of confusing it with another property, and that they could be refuted with the so-called open-question argument, which in effect encouraged the reader to pay close attention to the property such a theory confuses with the property good in order to see that they are two properties, not one. But his contemporaries in the Society of Apostles and the Bloomsbury Circle, who included Russell, Keynes, and Virginia Woolf, found more important not these metaphilosophical generalities but the substantive views, defended in Chapter VI, that personal affection (love, friendship) and aesthetic appreciation (contemplation of beauty, in art and in natural objects, human or nonhuman) are the greatest goods. In contrast with Kant’s position, it is they that for Moore were the Ideal. And it is they that prompted Keynes to rate Moore higher even than Plato. That chapter, too, has been ignored in analytic ethics, which has focused instead on the preliminary discussions in Chapter I, especially the objectivity of value it took Moore to be defending there. But, in a recent book, Brian Hutchinson points out that “Moore never even entertained doubts about the objectivity of value.” Hutchinson acknowledges that for us this may be “a mystery difficult to fathom,” but wisely suggests that the mystery “is to be savored rather than solved.”
 

While the central tenet of Moore’s theory of good was that it is a simple, indefinable, and nonnatural property, the central tenet of his theory of right was that duty is the action that “will cause more good to exist in the Universe than any possible alternative,”
 the action that “is the best thing to do,” that “together with its consequences presents a greater sum of intrinsic value than any possible alternatives,” either because it “ itself has greater intrinsic value than any alternative” or because “the balance of intrinsic value” of its consequences does, so that “more good or less evil will exist in the world” if it is adopted (Principia Ethica, pp. 76-77.) Of course, the action need not do so on a grand scale. To think that it must, or even could, would be human conceit of cosmic proportion. And “cause” or “produce” should be understood broadly in the sense of “contribute,” since the action might be the best thing to do because of its own goodness or its organic relationships. Moore’s was an ideal utilitarianism, which unlike Bentham’s, Mill’s, and Sidgwick’s presupposed a theory of good that placed no limits on what items might enjoy intrinsic goodness, thus allowing that some may be actions. 
Moore’s theory of right may thus be called cosmological. It tells us that we ought to do what would be best, all things in the Universe considered. It accords with Aquinas’s first principle of natural law: “Good is to be done and promoted, and evil is to be avoided.”
 It does imply, as Moore noted, that justice is not to be done if the heavens should fall – unless, he wryly added, “by the doing of justice the Universe gains more than it loses by the falling of the heavens” (Principia Ethica, p. 197). The ethical views of Russell and Wittgenstein, the other two founders of analytic philosophy, were also nonnaturalist and cosmological. But, with the exception of Prichard, a thinker of unsurpassed acuity, and Ross, whose terminology and distinctions we still find indispensable, later Anglo-American ethics diverged in both respects. They are related. If ethics is naturalistic, then it is not likely to be cosmological. And if it is cosmological, then it is not likely to be naturalistic.  
Naturalistic ethics is almost certainly ethics humanized: it is about humans, not cats or bats. So it is not cosmological. Not only does it ignore the good of the universe, it ignores that of gods, angels, and extraterrestrials, if there are any, and usually also that of rivers, plants, and nonhuman animals. Thus it lacks the supreme generality and abstraction distinctive of philosophy and probably alone justifying its existence alongside the other cognitive disciplines. A cosmological ethics can be expected, of course, to have application to humans, just as chemistry and mathematics do. But this makes none of them about humans. 
To be sure, we all feel what Cora Diamond calls the “heart-breaking specialness” of the human.
 We all are human, enormously interested in ourselves and in other humans, especially those we love or hate. It seems unfriendly, indecent, inhumane to suggest that our ethics should be dehumanized, that it should not be about us. Many demand that even space research be funded only if it leads to cures for our diseases. But we are not the center of the universe, much as we crave center stage. As Russell insisted, man does not have “the cosmic significance assigned to him by traditional philosophers.” Man only has cosmic vanity. To think that philosophy should be about us is like thinking that astronomy should be about us. If this was not evident in the past, perhaps the reason was the belief that, though God did see to it that all things he created were good, he created only man in his own image. 
Of course, there is a special, deep, and often misunderstood sense in which humans may be cosmically central, namely, that leading to views such as Kant’s transcendental idealism and its recent versions in Goodman and Putnam. They rest on the virtual tautology that how we perceive and understand (conceive of) the world, and thus the world itself as perceived and understood, depend on our faculties of perception and understanding (conception). It does not follow that there is nothing else. As Kant remarked, we can at least think of things in themselves, for the notion of such things is not self-contradictory.
 If we denied that we can, we would be committing ourselves to a peculiar sort of epistemic creationism. Nevertheless, in that special sense, Kant, Putnam, and Goodman may be said to have humanized even astronomy. But they did not hold that astronomy is about humans. Although for Kant “the ultimate end of the pure use of our reason” was ethical, he resolved to “[keep] as close as possible to the transcendental and [to set] aside entirely what might…be psychological, i.e., empirical” (Critique of Pure Reason, A 797/825 – A 801/B 829), since “the metaphysic of ethics is really the pure morality, which is not grounded on any anthropology” (A 841/42 – B 869-70). 

Ethics humanized thus is unphilosophical. But it also lacks competence.  Quine, who took up the case for epistemology naturalized, in effect epistemology humanized, often mentioned the role in cognition of “surface irritations,” but wisely left the study of those irritations to neurology. In both epistemology humanized and ethics humanized, we would be frivolous to compete with the sciences specializing in humans, in their cognitive functions and capacities or their ways of acting and well-being.
 If humans are natural objects, a species of animal, we can hardly expect to have special philosophical knowledge of them, just as we can hardly expect to have special philosophical knowledge of stars or bats. Accounts of human well-being and searches for the best explanation of human conduct do not belong in philosophy departments, just as accounts of human anatomy and human evolution do not.  My point does not depend on a narrow use of the words “natural” and “science.” If mental states are not reducible to physical states, there could still be a natural science of them, in Moore’s sense of “natural” and the traditional sense of “science” in which history and political geography are social sciences. In fact there was such a science in Moore’s time, namely, the largely introspective psychology of James, Wundt, and Titchener. My point does depend, however, on taking competence seriously, whether in forensic pathology and medieval history – or in ethics and epistemology. Genuine competence requires serious training, for example, in chemical analysis or parsing Latin. Nothing analogous with respect to humans occurs in philosophy seminar rooms. If employed in hospitals, medical ethicists are expected to learn some medicine. They can be invaluable, not because they know something physicians do not, but because they are Socratic – they ask questions physicians do not.
We need not go to hospitals for examples. How to achieve happiness, in the ordinary sense, recognized by both Kant and Mill, of enjoyment or satisfaction of our needs and desires, has been a stock question in ethics, with Epicurus and even Plato offering much advice, but arguably the invention of aspirin and contraceptives, tractors and pesticides, air conditioning and spreadsheets, answered it better. This is especially evident in politics. In Buddhist ethics, sadly but realistically, suffering seems the primary concern, not pleasure, as in Western ethics. Indian Benthamites hoping to learn from Americans how to reduce suffering presumably go to American colleges of agriculture and schools of public health, not to American  philosophy departments.

One may ask, indignantly, what about loftier goods, not Bentham’s perhaps but certainly Plato’s and Kant’s, such as justice, authenticity, salvation? Especially in India, a deeply religious country, they are often thought far more important.  But these loftier goods call for nonzoological considerations. Of course, philosophers who avow allegiance to naturalistic ethics do write about some of them, at least about justice, not about gustatory delights. Do they think they have access to human nature that zoologists lack? 

Of course, they do not. Long ago they adopted a conception of ethics far removed from both naturalism and nonnaturalism: ethics as a “conceptual,” not “factual,” discipline. It allowed them to avoid both commitment to nonnatural facts and responsibility for competence about natural facts. Such ethics may be called analytic because there is a metaphorical sense in which we do speak of analyzing concepts. Conceptual analysis was the descendant of the 17th century “new way of ideas,” which philosophers took in search for a place not already occupied by Copernicus and Galileo. But if concepts are in nature – presumably in human brains or languages – they too are outside philosophers’ competence: there is brain science, as well as linguistics and genuine, scholarly lexicography. If they are not in nature, Moore’s venture into the nonnatural at least was straightforward. 

It also, unlike conceptual analysis, was not dated, though its critics relish calling it “obsolete.” Like the 17th century way of ideas, conceptual analysis has been out of date since 1787 when Kant pointed out that our business is not merely to analyze concepts but to extend our knowledge (Critique of Pure Reason, B 18). It has been out of date since 1951 when Quine pointed out that “meaning is what essence becomes when it is divorced from the object of reference and wedded to the word.”
 Like the 17th century way of ideas, the 20th century way of concepts inherited its rationale from the medievals’ concern with essences, but left out the grounding of essences in things, which the medievals had taken for granted. Without such grounding the rationale is opaque, even if we say, in often unwitting imitation of Wittgenstein, that our concern is with how language or discourse “works.” What special qualifications do philosophers have for research in the workings of language? To be sure, because of their interests, sometimes they do have a better ear than professional lexicographers for the nuances of some segments of speech. J. L. Austin’s work half a century ago is an example. But, as Austin vigorously argued, having such an ear is not a substitute for empirical knowledge.   
Research in concepts or meanings, or in the workings of language, calls for the competence of linguists and lexicographers, and today also of neurologists, even computer scientists. It requires meticulous empirical descriptions and fruitful, empirically verifiable hypotheses, not definitions or “iff” statements. If concepts are brain states, to focus on definitions of them would be alien to neurology, as it would be to the other sciences. That water is H2O was a discovery of chemistry, not a definition, lexical or stipulative, and it concerned a substance, not a concept. And if concepts are meanings or uses of words, to attempt to capture them in definitions would be alien to current philosophy of language, owing to three trailblazing developments in it half a century ago. The first was Quine’s already mentioned attack on appeals to meanings. It is widely accepted today, but usually only pro forma. Phrases such as “conceptual question,” “conceptual content,” and “conceptual connection” still abound in the literature. The second development, also widely accepted just pro forma, was Wittgenstein’s relentless argument in the Philosophical Investigations, posthumously published shortly after Quine’s article, that words are not used in accordance with necessary and sufficient conditions. He gave “game” as an example, but the argument applies also to “good,” “right,” “reason,” “know,” “exist,” and other denizens of the philosopher’s lexicon, which, like “game,” are everyday words, not technical terms introduced as abbreviations of multi-clause descriptions. The third development was Chomsky’s linguistics, announced four years later. It marked a striking advance by stressing the biological, largely inherited, core of linguistic competence and urging the use in the study of language of the standard methods of scientific research. 

The project of defining knowledge, which I gave as an example of conceptual analysis, was already dated at its birth in the late 1950s, when Ayer’s Problem of Knowledge and Chisholm’s Perceiving appeared. A paper by Edmund Gettier, a student of Wittgenstein’s disciple Norman Malcolm, made this evident in the early 60s. Few of those who wrote the thousands of pages devoted to it seemed aware that, whatever its author’s intentions, the paper called not for greater diligence, sophistication, or imagination in pursuing the project but for its abandonment. Thirty years earlier Wittgenstein had written: “If I was asked what knowledge is, I would list items of knowledge and add ‘and such​like.’ There is no common element to be found in all of them, because there isn’t one.”
   
Like post-Gettier analytic epistemology, post-Moorean analytic ethics was unfazed by misgivings such as Kant’s, Quine’s, and Wittgenstein’s. It clung to conceptual analysis, and thus, despite its professions, was really neither naturalistic nor nonnaturalistic. It went through several stages. The first began in Vienna, soon after the publication of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and with some personal involvement by him. Ethical statements were rejected as nonsense, or at least as lacking cognitive sense. The subtlety of Wittgenstein’s verbally similar position, however, was missed altogether. The second was to offer a positive characterization: they are expressions of emotion. But the rich literature already in existence on the emotions in psychology (from James to Arnold) and phenomenology (from Meinong to Sartre) was ignored, though it seemed to show that they are not, as the emotivists thought, self-contained subjective episodes, Humean “impressions of reflexion,” but intentional states, directed upon objects, with character dependent on that of their objects, and thus in principle cognitive. The third stage, probably motivated by the experience of the Second World War, which made both the outright rejection and the emotivist interpretation of moral statements seem jejune, was to suppose that they express a special “moral point of view,” something psychologically as genuine as emotion but less subjective, and that their function is to guide, not goad. In effect, it was to deny them a full-fledged, unqualified cognitive status, yet concede that their function is not merely imperative or exclamatory. Taken for granted in all three stages was that the job of ethics is to describe the meanings or uses of moral words, or the content of moral concepts, or the features and workings of moral discourse. We cannot give people what really interests them, namely, an ethics that says what they should do, Moore’s heirs held, but we can give them an ethics that says what they mean – a “metaethics.” This was the message even in the more recent fallback positions of projectionist antirealism and supervenience realism, where the focus remained metaethical, not substantive. Few worried that the very idea of telling people what they mean seemed paradoxical – except to psychoanalysts.
                  



    II

So, by taking the conceptual turn analytic ethics did not provide a genuine alternative to ethics humanized. Its new, “conceptual,” subject matter was either specious, or genuine but beyond its competence. The alternative provided by Moore remained. Let us return to some of its details. I suggested that the place in it of the indefinability and nonnaturalness of the property good was relatively minor, given his explanation of what he meant. Less familiar is that Moore proposed a criterion, a test, for determining whether something has that property: “the method of isolation.” It consisted in asking whether a world, a whole world, which contains the thing but otherwise is just like a world that lacks it, would be better (Principia Ethica, pp. 135-36, 143-47, 236-38, 245-47). The two worlds might be wholly inanimate and considered, as Moore said, “apart from any possible contemplation…by human beings.” He applied the criterion to the intrinsic goodness of beauty, in opposition to Sidgwick’s contention that nothing “appears to possess this quality of goodness out of relation to human existence, or at least to some consciousness or feeling” (p. 133).  
The method of isolation implies important similarities of Moore’s views to Kant’s and Wittgenstein’s, which seldom are noticed.  I am not suggesting historical connections, though as a student Moore did study Kant assiduously, even attending a course on him in Germany, and Wittgenstein, who had read Principia and heard Moore’s lectures at Cambridge (but liked neither – he found them repetitious), went camping with him in Norway, presumably discussing not just logic and the Norwegian landscape. Similarities between major philosophers are especially enlightening when their views are reached independently. Kant, Moore, and Wittgenstein shared a dehumanized conception of ethics despite their fundamental differences in most other respects.
 

In Moore’s case that conception was rooted in his method of isolation, in his conviction that, contrary to Sidgwick, the focal good is that of the world, not that of the human or sentient parts of it, and that it is independent even of possible human consciousness. This conviction led to his ideal utilitarianism. It also led to his principle of organic wholes: “the value of a whole may be different from the sum of the values of its parts” (Principia Ethica, p. 40).  For the method of isolation suggests that the world itself is an organic whole. The goodness of a thing overall, we may say, is a function of (1) its intrinsic goodness, determined by the method of isolation, (2) the intrinsic goodness of its consequences, which are determined empirically, and (3) its noncausal contribution to the intrinsic goodness of the organic wholes of which it is a part, which also are determined empirically. The overall goodness of a particular item thus depends on the actual or possible goodness of the world, the “Universe.” 
I believe that the usual objections to Moore’s theory of a nonnatural property good are no more properly motivated or philosophically astute than the objections to Plato’s theory of forms as a commitment to a “heaven” or as a philosophical “beard.” But more to the point here is that even if good were a natural property, right would remain nonnatural if it is understood in terms of good.  For, so understood, it would still involve reference to all the consequences of an action and all the organic wholes of which it is a part – to all space and time, to the whole world. Scrupulous moral thought sets no time or place beyond which it cares not what happens. Some Americans do care about the floods in Bangladesh, and many people, wherever they may be, care about the climate on earth a century from now. Authentic environmentalists do not say that when humans become extinct, whales and prairie grass might as well. Many believe honesty would be owed to, and expected of, also gods, angels, and extraterrestrials, should they exist. But these totalities of consequences and organic wholes, indeed the world itself, might not be natural objects. They would not be natural in Moore’s precise sense if they are not in time, even if they consist only of things that are in time. But they might not be natural also in a larger sense. Wittgenstein held that, although sentences about such totalities show what is higher, they say nothing. 
At a meeting of the Apostles in 1912 he heard Moore’s paper “Is Conversion Possible?” which Moore had first read to them in 1900 while working on Principia. That Moore read the paper again suggests he had not abandoned its ideas. Moral conversion, he said, “is not unlike religious conversion,” even though it “is not necessarily connected with any religious ideas.” It is “both a great good in itself and it secures all other goods which depend on one’s own mind alone….You see ‘life steadily and whole’ and can feel neither desire nor fear of what you see to be bad in it.”
 We may note that in 1903, when Principia was published, Bertrand Russell had written: “Man’s true freedom … [lies] in the determination to worship only the God created by our own love of the good,”
 and that in 1914, after (but probably not because of) two years of intense discussions with Wittgenstein, he attributed to “the ethical work of Spinoza…the very highest significance,” as “an indication of some new way of feeling towards life and the world.”
 This new way of feeling, Russell added, lay outside the scope of “the scientific method.” 
At about the same time, Wittgenstein wrote in his Notebooks: “To believe in a God means to understand the question about the meaning of life…to see that the facts of the world are not the end of the matter…to see that life has a meaning.”
 And later, in the Tractatus: “The sense [Sinn] of the world must lie outside the world. In the world…no value exists.... If there is any value that does have value, it must lie outside the whole sphere of what happens and is the case. For all that happens and is the case is accidental” (6.41).
 The sense (or meaning) of the world is not something in the world because it is the sense of the whole world. It constitutes “[t]he solution of the riddle of life in space and time,” but that solution “lies outside space and time” (6.4312). Later, in 1929, Wittgenstein explained: “What is good is also divine. Queer as it sounds, that sums up my ethics. Only something supernatural can express the Supernatural.”
 And elsewhere, also in 1929: “[Attributions of] absolute value are nonsensical but their nonsensicality [is] their very essence… [A]ll I wanted to do with [those attributions] was to go beyond the world and that is to say beyond significant language.”
 He meant, however, not that the attributions are gibberish, but only that they are not logical pictures, in the sense required by his theory of meaning.
What Wittgenstein called the riddle of life presumably concerns the sense or meaning of life, and this has been a central topic in serious ethics. To ask about ultimate value is to ask about the meaning of life, about what makes life worth living. And the meaning of life does involve the meaning of the world. One who asks about the meaning of one’s life does sometimes phrase the question as asking about “the sense of it all.” Life can hardly be fully meaningful in a meaningless world. Indeed, that the world exists at all, that there is something rather than nothing, may be the ultimate object of joy (or sorrow) and certainly of wonder (6.44). But to ask about the sense of the world requires, as Wittgenstein put it, “view[ing] the world sub specie aeterni,” even “feeling the world as a limited whole,” which he wrote, is something “mystical” (6.45). Ethics does ask what makes life good, but “the good life is the world seen sub specie aeternitatis” (Notebooks, p. 83e). Realization of value, whether goodness or rightness, does not consist in the occurrence in the world of some particular event or events, but in the world itself being different, at its limits, in its waxing and waning as a whole (6.43). However, all this can only show itself. For there cannot be ethical propositions. The reason is not that, as Wittgenstein’s early followers thought, there is nothing for such propositions to be about, but that what they purport to say cannot be said. It cannot be pictured. It is “the higher,” which can only be shown (6.42).  
Why is this so? Even if we refrain from calling the world mystical, we should acknowledge that it is mysterious. The reason is logical, not mawkish or cabalistic. It is not that the world is too big or too unlike what we take it to be. Not its size or content, but its logical/ontological category, or rather its failing to fall in any category, is what makes it mysterious. This is why genuine propositions about it, and thus ethical propositions, are impossible. We may say that the world is everything, but this would only acknowledge its peculiarity. For to speak of everything is to employ the predicate “is a thing” or “is a fact,” depending on whether we think the world is the totality of things or of facts. Both predicates, Wittgenstein noted, express only formal concepts, corresponding to formal or internal properties, and thus the sentences in which they occur say nothing, though they show much. “… [T]he variable name 'x' is the proper sign for the pseudo-concept object,” he wrote. This is why “it is nonsensical to speak of the total number of objects.” And he added: “The same applies to the words ‘complex’, ‘fact’, ‘function’, ‘number’, etc. They all signify formal concepts and are represented in conceptual notation [only] by variables…” (4.1272). Consider the statement “This is white.” It does say something. What it says can even be pictured literally, not just logically. But the putative statement “This is an individual” does not, for it presupposes what it purports to say, its having sense depends on its being true.
 Yet it is not gibberish. It shows something. It shows the logical category to which the thing belongs. And a logical category is ontologically and cognitively much “higher” than color. 
Wittgenstein rejected both realism and antirealism in logic by proposing a remarkably original and sophisticated third alternative. In a 1919 letter to Russell, which replied to Russell’s objection that in an account of a general proposition in terms of elementary (i.e., singular) propositions “It is necessary also to be given the proposition that all elementary propositions are given,” he wrote: “There is no such proposition! That all elementary propositions are given is shown by there being none having an elementary sense which is not given…”
 There is no such proposition, presumably, because “proposition,” and thus also “elementary proposition,” belong on Wittgenstein’s list of words signifying formal concepts.  To be sure, he wrote that all propositions are truth-functions of elementary propositions (Tractatus, 5), thus implying that general propositions are truth-functions of their elementary instances. He thus acknowledged what makes the antirealist position regarding generality plausible. But he also wrote that the concept “all” is not a truth-function (5.521), thus acknowledging what makes the realist position plausible.  Presumably, his reason was that, as Frege and Russell had shown, a general proposition is not a molecular proposition: its singular instances are not components of it. The quantifier “all” does not gather them in the way the paradigm truth functions, namely, the propositional connectives, gather the propositions they connect. The horseshoe requires one antecedent and one consequent, however complex they may be. The quantifier requires only a propositional function. 
The realism/antirealism debate, in metaphysics and logic or in ethics, must be bypassed wherever it involves putative statements employing formal concepts about the totality of things or of facts, that is, about the world. If ethics involves such statements, as Wittgenstein held, then both moral realism and moral antirealism are to be rejected. Ethical statements both say nothing and show something. The controversy between moral realism and moral antirealism is thus a special case of the controversy between metaphysical realism and metaphysical antirealism. Insofar as the latter concerns the world, namely, its reality or nature apart from our cognition of it, neither alternative can be stated properly. Thus we do not face the stark choice between them.
 Antirealism is usually a negative position, merely denying the reality of whatever items are in question, and today usually asserting that with respect to them “language is all there is.” This is why it is deeply unsatisfactory, whether in metaphysics or in ethics. Wittgenstein’s distinction between saying and showing offered an alternative to antirealism that did not constitute a return to realism, to the equally unsatisfactory acceptance of the items in question as unqualifiedly “out there.” It is often dismissed as obscurantist. Tough-minded philosophers ask, How can there be things that only show themselves? But the question misses the point of the distinction. It is an alternative to both realism and antirealism. What only shows itself is not part of reality. But neither is it unreal, like Hamlet, the golden mountain, or the round square.

As we saw, Moore also held that ethics involves reference to the world as a whole. For this reason and in this sense, he might have agreed with Wittgenstein that, like logic, ethics is transcendental, that it concerns the limits of the world, not its contents (Tractatus, 6.13, 6.421). Such ethical views were not entirely novel. For Plato the philosophic life culminated in a glimpse of the Form of the Good, which he held to be indescribable. Aquinas placed Good in the company of Being, One, Truth, and Beauty, the so-called transcendentals, which were said to range across the categories, i.e., the highest genera, and thus to lack even the status of categories of things in the world, much less the status of things. In philosophical theology God was described as a being of infinite goodness that is the source and measure of all other goodness, earthly and unearthly. And Kant, as if using words from the Tractatus, held that, unlike what he called practical anthropology, moral thought is concerned, not with what happens, but with what ought to happen, even if it never happens (Critique of Pure Reason, A 802/B 830). The “supersensible” was as central to Kant’s ethics as the “supernatural” was to Wittgenstein’s.   

Kant gave “Thou shalt not lie” as an examples of an imperative of duty, but promptly explained that it “does not apply to men only, as if other rational beings had no need to observe it.” For “the ground of obligation here must not be sought in the nature of man or in the circumstances in which he is placed,” he wrote, and urged that “it is a matter of the utmost necessity to work out for once a pure moral philosophy completely cleansed of everything that can only be empirical and appropriate to anthropology.”
 Kant’s distinction between what happens and what ought to happen was in tune with Wittgenstein’s distinction between saying and showing. If ethics is not about what happens or is the case, yet truth is correspondence to what is the case, then ethics contains no truths. Kant did not explicitly draw this conclusion, but Wittgenstein did. The logical positivists also drew it, attacked Moore with it, but misunderstood it. 

Whether we ourselves should draw it depends on how circumspect we are in wielding the notion of truth. That truth is correspondence (Übereinstimming, “agreement,” in Kant’s terminology) to fact is a truism of common sense, but as a philosophical theory too crude for ethics, as well as for logic and mathematics, indeed, for the reasons mentioned earlier, even for ordinary general statements. Wittgenstein saw this, perhaps Kant also did, and Moore might have seen it, at least in the case of statements predicating goodness overall, had he considered the matter. To be sure, all three accepted the truism. But Kant called it a “mere verbal explanation” (Logic, p. 55), a nominal definition (Namenklärung) that proffers no criterion of truth (Critique of Pure Reason, A 58- B 72), and, paving the way to Hegel, he held that the proper and sufficient criterion of empirical truth presupposes the idea of the systematic unity of nature (ibid, A 651/B 679). There were no Russellian facts for Kant, or anything else not already epistemic and thus, by implication, alethic, to which judgments might correspond if they were to be called true without circularity. It is not our cognition that must conform (richten) to objects; rather, objects must conform to our cognition (ibid., p. xvi). Wittgenstein also endorsed a correspondence view of truth, but only for impossibly impoverished sentences about configurations of simple objects of which no example could be given, not for the sentences of logic, mathematics, ethics, and everyday discourse. Moore discussed the nature of truth extensively but inconclusively in lectures delivered in 1910-11 and not published in his lifetime.  He wrote that “to say that a belief is true is to say that it corresponds to a fact,”
 that this means that “the fact to which it refers is, or has being” (ibid., p. 267), but also that the notion of a fact itself can be understood as standing for what corresponds to true belief (ibid., p. 298), and he acknowledged that the truth of conditional statements did not seem to fit the account at all (ibid., p. 268). Moore, too, was confident about the definition of truth as correspondence only if understood as merely nominal. 

The moral, however, is not that we should accept ordinary noncognitivism or stampede into a coherentist or some other familiar theory of truth, but that we should recognize the ways of knowledge and truth are not neat and tidy. A doctor’s orders are neither true nor false, but their legitimacy and authority are cognitive through-and-through.  The reason, of course, is that their ground is taken to be cognitive. Religious and theological thought often rests the authority of the will of God on his omniscience. But a sophisticated theology can also hold that it is grounded nonepistemically in God’s status as our creator. It is in this latter way, presumably, that the authority of what Kant called practical reason (Vernunft) and his description of ethical judgments as both imperatives (Imperative) and cognitions (Erkenntisse) should be understood.
 We may call ethical judgments “valid” instead of “true,” as Kant often did, just as we may describe both a doctor’s orders and the propositions grounding them as valid, though only the latter as true. Or we may follow Nelson Goodman and just use “right” for both. Goodman’s antirealism (“irrealism”) closely resembled Kant’s transcendental idealism. And Kant’s ethics cannot be detached from his transcendental idealism, the first two sections of the Groundwork from the third. If we cannot understand it, then we cannot understand the moral yet nonepistemic authority of a noumenal self, but we should be clear that nothing merely human can enjoy such authority. The autonomy Kant thought essential to morality required membership in the intelligible, not just the sensible, world.






      III

It is often asked whether a dehumanized ethics such as Moore’s could be “relevant” to action. The question is as ancient as Aristotle’s complaints about Plato’s Form of the Good. But it is ambiguous. It may be asking (1) whether Moore’s property good can bear a relation to the rightness of actions, (2) whether one can be motivated to action by it, (3) whether one can be motivated by cognitive states of which it is an object, by itself or as a constituent of states of affairs, or (4) whether there can be such cognitive states in the first place. 
The connection between good and right cannot be just happenstantial, but neither can it be trivially definitional. In Principia Moore did define duty as “that action, which will cause more good to exist in the Universe than any possible alternative” (Principia Ethica, p.198), but also described what “is good in itself or has intrinsic value” as what “ought to exist for its own sake” (p. 34). In Ethics he repeated that “it is always our duty to do what will have the best possible consequences,” but denied that this is “a mere tautology.”
 And in the preface to the second edition of Principia he wrote that he had used “good” in a sense that  bears an “extremely important relation to the conceptions of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’” (p. 4).
The idea of being motivated to action by Moore’s property good indeed has doubtful coherence, but only because the idea of being motivated by any property may be incoherent for purely logical, not ethical or psychological, reasons. Dyadic relations do not hold between individuals and properties. But it is not incoherent to ask whether one can be motivated by cognitive states that have that property or states of affairs involving it as object. Would such cognitive states be “reason-giving”? Would they be “action-guiding”? This question is difficult to answer because the specialists in such matters, namely, psychologists working on motivation, still know too little, probably because they cannot engage in serious experimentation with human subjects, while philosophers engage only in speculation. When Hume announced that reason is and ought to be the slave of the passions, we may ask how he knew all this, how he knew that it is their slave, whatever we think of his adding that it ought be. Perhaps he could be excused for thinking that “passions” are discoverable through introspection. But his own views should have kept him from thinking that their being motives, i.e., their motivating, could be so discovered. Nevertheless, there have been advances in genuine, scientific psychology. The preoccupation with “primary drives” seems to have ended. There is growing recognition of the spontaneity of the young child’s artistic and play behavior, the importance of surprise for its cognitive development, its preference for the novel, the presence, even in nonhuman animals, of curiosity, the tendency to explore, a desire to know for the sake of knowing. Progress has been made away from the egoism and hedonism presupposed by most so-called “rationality” theories.
 The genetic basis of motives like empathy is readily acknowledged. Chomsky accepts Plato’s thesis in the Meno about the innateness of much of our knowledge. 

Can there be cognitive states of which the property good, or a state of affairs that includes it as constituent, is the object? Those who give a negative answer usually rely on causal or quasi-causal metaphysical and epistemological theories, accepted, if not because they seem “scientific,” then because of thought-experiments about what we would or would not “say.” They ask, “Would you say that S knows (perceives, sees, is aware of) x if x bears no relation to S?” And then they ignore the obvious answer, “No, I would not, but x does bear a relation to S, that of being known by S,” in favor of unobvious answers, as if the right answer could not be the obvious one. They think they understand the nature of causality better than they understand the nature of knowledge, and would deny even the cognitive status of arithmetic, a paradigm of unquestionable knowledge, if it is taken to be about numbers. They would find a mathematician’s intellectual life as inexplicable as the mathematician’s moral life when understood in Moore’s way, if arithmetic turned out to be about numbers. 
Elsewhere I have suggested that the property good, described by Plato as blinding, by Moore as nonnatural, and by Wittgenstein as unsayable, is best considered a generic property, though one on the highest level of generality.
 It is the genus to which Moore’s personal affection and aesthetic appreciation, Aristotle’s eudaimonia, Mill’s pleasure, and other goods reasonably proposed by reasonable people belong as species. This is why we cannot “see” it in the way we see a shade of yellow. But then neither can we see even Color in that way, though Color is a generic property on an incomparably lower level of generality. We might say (though Wittgenstein did not) that Goodness only shows itself in its species, just as Color only shows itself in yellow, red, blue, etc., and is not seen as a separate property additional to them. 
Whether or not this suggestion is right, the theorists denying that we can have cognitive access to Moore’s property good need to pay more attention to the epistemological and metaphysical details. Their epistemology is open, of course, to the familiar objection to externalism, namely, that it cannot answer the skeptic, although finding such an answer was the raison d’être of modern epistemology. But they also ignore, or require us to count as unintelligible, Kantian accounts of cognition, which even if we do not accept we ought to be able to understand and respect. According to Kant, Putnam, Goodman, and many others, though as a fact in the world cognition is a zoological matter, and thus subject to the demands of scientific causal explanation, the world itself is comprehensible only as an object of a cognition that is not zoological. 

The theorists also owe us answers to numerous metaphysical questions, such as those explored in detail by David Armstrong
 and Evan Fales.
 The first, of course, is “What is causation?” They cannot just revert to Hume and in effect beg the question against Moore by saying that causation is constant conjunction in time, even if “nomological.” Is it then, as Armstrong and Fales hold, a relation of universals, properties, or at least based on one? And are properties universals in the first place, or are they rather particulars, tropes, or perhaps both, as Moore in fact held?
 How would the arguments against Moore read in the case of each possibility? Fales argues that there must be properties we can identify independently of their causal powers if a vicious infinite regress is to be avoidable. His examples are the properties characterizing the content of sense perception, though his ultimate concern is with the identification of properties in physics (Causality and Universals, pp.221-224). But if some properties can be identified or known without reference to their causal powers, so might Moore’s property good, whether or not it has causal powers. If our theorists deny this on the ground that it is nonnatural, then they must revisit the distinction between natural and nonnatural properties and give a serious, detailed account of it.  Is a property nonnatural because it is not in time, as Moore held? What is it for a property to be in time? Would they say, in a vicious circle, that to be in time is to have causal powers? Moreover, since a property, natural or nonnatural, enters in causal relations only indirectly, as a constituent of states of affairs, we would need to be told a great deal about the nature of states of affairs and how and what properties might be constituents of them. For example, can a state of affairs that is in time and part of the causal order have a nonnatural property as a constituent? The latter would not itself be in time and enter in causal relations, but is not this the case with all properties? 
Yet another question the theorists need to consider is whether there are uninstantiated properties. If there are, do they have causal powers? Are moral properties, even though real, uninstantiated? If they have no causal powers, is this so just because they are uninstantiated? Being an angel perhaps has no causal powers, but is this true of being a circle, as this property, though never instantiated, must be understood at Michelin and Goodyear? Is Moore’s property good like being an angel or like being a circle, or is it rather like the shape of my pen? And if the latter, is it also, like it, a specific property, or a generic property, like shape, or a transcendental and thus not even generic? Perhaps generic properties as such have no causal powers but their species do. A tire’s having shape helps no car roll but its being round does. A traffic light’s being colored stops no driver but its being red sometimes does. Are Moore’s ideal goods, personal affection and aesthetic appreciation, species of goodness, as I suggested?  Do they have causal powers? If they do but their genus, goodness, does not, is this so because the latter is a nonnatural property or just because it is a generic one, like shape or color? Or are Moore’s ideal goods themselves uninstantiated properties, mere ideals? If so, can mere ideals – moral, political, religious – have causal powers? If they cannot, how are we to understand our striving and sometimes dying for them?
Of course, I shall not attempt answers to these questions here, but answers are needed, detailed and carefully worked out, if we are to take seriously the complaint that Moore’s property good is irrelevant to action. Appeals to naturalism or the scientific point of view, let alone to our “intuitions,” are not enough. Without such answers, the complaint might be like the 17th century natural philosophers’ complaint that Newton appealed to occult and immaterial gravitational forces, rather than to intelligible and robust bumping, or H. A. Prichard’s complaint that Einstein’s theory of relativity was unintelligible. How a body could “motivate” another body at a distance without the help of intervening bodies was incomprehensible to the natural philosophers, and Prichard could not visualize a non-Euclidean space. Some of Moore’s heirs have been unable to comprehend or visualize the property good as doing any pushing or pulling.
So, I shall ignore the metaphysical and epistemological concerns behind the usual questions about the relevance of Moore’s ethics. But a different question does arise. It is both legitimate and deep. By requiring reference to the whole world in judgments of duty, Moore could tell us nothing specific about how we ought to act in any particular situation, just as Wittgenstein could not. This is why Moore virtually admitted that his theory of right was profoundly skeptical. There might be an action we ought to do, but we could not know what it is. In view of the mind-boggling range of its consequences and organic relationships, “throughout an infinite future” (p. 202), even probability statements about them could not be seriously made. According to Wittgenstein, we could not make genuine statements about them at all, since this would require reference to totalities determined by formal properties. For both Moore and Wittgenstein, radical moral skepticism seemed inevitable, though in Moore’s case the reasons were empirical, while in Wittgenstein’s they were logical. 
But Moore’s moral skepticism does not lead to amoralism. Ideal utilitarianism is not mere consequentialism. An action may be intrinsically good even if it ought not to be done, even if it did not make the world better. In Ross’s terminology, if not meaning, it may be a prima facie duty even if not an actual duty. This is why respect for the good, for Aquinas’s first principle of natural law, may continue to inform the ideal utilitarian’s actions. Such respect would be akin to love, whether practical or pathological, not to calculation. This love can have as its object only the intrinsic goodness of the action, its being a prima facie duty, not its being an actual duty. Only a part of a world, not a whole world, can be loved. 
I am not suggesting an inference, surely specious, from the intrinsic goodness of an action to its rightness. No claim is made that the former makes the latter “probable,” even to a tiny degree, or that it “justifies” or is a “reason” for the action.  In Hutcheson’s useful terminology, if not meaning, it is at most an “exciting reason,” not a “justifying reason,” i.e., an item one may appeal to in reasoning, what Kant called Grund and Moore called evidence. What I am suggesting is that if in acting one is motivated and guided only by respect for the good, and only the intrinsic goodness of an action is intellectually visible, then one is motivated and guided only by respect for the intrinsic goodness of the action. One has no knowledge of the totality of its consequences and organic relationships, indeed not even a genuine conception of it. Thus, qua agent, the ideal utilitarian can only be a deontologist, not a consequentialist. This is why Moore’s ideal utilitarianism was not inimical to moral common sense, which views with distaste the spirit of calculation consequentialism cultivates. The ideal utilitarian has no “justifying reasons” but plenty of “exciting reasons” for doing good particular actions without guile: their plain goodness. Thus Moore’s dehumanized ethics may be seen as the marriage – of love, not convenience – of the two great ways of moral thinking: the utilitarian and the deontological.
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