
Chapter Two 

Moore on Fact-Value Dichotomy 

Like David Hume, J. E .Moore was another classical thinker who did 

not rule out the gulf between is-ought dichotomy. In the preface to 

Principia Ethica, Moore breezily ascribes the ills, past and present, of 

ethics to moral philosophers' failure to keep separate two separate 

questions, namely, " What kind of things ought to exist for their own 

sake?" and "What kind of actions ought we to perform?"The first 

question is directly associated with the question: what is good? And the 

second one is associated with the question: what makes an action a 

morally right one? According to Moore self-evident truths alone are 

capable of grounding answer to the first question and solutions to the 

second question will need to incorporate, in addition, causal empirical 

truths pertaining to the results of actions. Moore appears to move away 

from non-cognitivism and he notifies his readers that a substantive 

theory of the summum bonum will be soon urider way. 

Moore was a proponent of ethical non-naturalism. Ethical non

naturalism is the meta-ethical doctrine which states that ethical 

statements express propositions that cannot be reduced to non-ethical 

statements in the similar way that Ethical Naturalism assumes. In other 

words, it can be said that ethical non-naturalism is the meta-ethical 

view which claims that ethical sentences express propositions which are 

true because of the objective feature of the world independent of human 

opinion. According to non-naturalist these moral feature of the world 

are not reducible to any set of non-moral facts. This makes ethical non

naturalism a non-definist form of moral realism, which in turn a form of 
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cognitivism. Ethical non-naturalism stands in opposition to ethical 

naturalism, which claims that moral terms and properties are reducible 

to non-moral terms and properties. 

G. E. Moore is an ethical non-naturalist. His celebrated book Prindpia 

Ethica is often considered a revolutionary work that sets a new agenda 

for 20th century ethics. In meta-ethics Moore's non-naturalist position 

was close to that defended by Henry Sidgwick and other late 19th 

century philosophers such as Rashdall, Brentano, and McTaggart. 

Having said this, Moore's Principia Ethica presented its views with 

unusual vigor and force. Moore's non-naturalism consists of two main 

theses of which one was the realist thesis that moral and more 

generally normative judgments are objectively true or false. The other 

was the autonomy of ethics which states that moral judgments are sui

generis in the sense that they are neither reducible to nor derivable from 

non-moral, that is, scientific or metaphysical arguments. Thus, Moore 

theory of non-naturalism states that our knowledge of moral truths is 

intuitive in the sense that it is not arrived at by inference from non

moral truths but rest on our recognizing certain moral propositions as 

self-evident. 

Moore further extends the realist side of his non-naturalism by saying 

that fundamental moral judgments ascribe the property of goodness to 

state of affairs. Like others, Moore seems to have taken this realism for 

granted. However, Moore did not defend it extensively against anti

realist alternatives. In this regard, Moore was influenced by the 

grammar of moral judgments having a standard subject-predicate form. 

In his book Ethicsll , Moore showed that the subjectivist view does not 

17 Mooore, G. E., Ethics, London: Williams and Norgate, 1912, p.58. 

41 



allow for moral disagreements, since my report that I approve of x and 

you report that you disapprove of it can both be true. Even in his later 

stage, Moore encountered the non-cognitivist emotivism of C. L. 

Stevenson which states that moral judgments express rather than report 

feelings and therefore can conflict. Moore initially concluded that this 

anti-realist view had as good a claim as his own to be true, but shortly 

after he reverted to his earlier non-naturalism and saying that he could 

not imagine what had induced him to consider abandoning it.18 

Moore has given much emphasized on non-naturalism in his Prindpia 

Ethica. His non-naturalistist thesis advocates the autonomy of ethics 

which he expressed by saying that the property of goodness is simple 

and unanalysable, and in particular is unanalysable in non-moral terms. 

According to Moore, the property of goodness is non-natural which 

means that it is distinct from any of the natural properties studied by 

science. To deny this committed what Moore termed as "the non

naturalistic fallacy" 

Non-naturalism and the Open Question Argument 

Ethical non-naturalism is the meta-ethical doctrine that ethical 

statements express propositions that cannot be reduced to non-ethical 

statements in the way that Ethical Naturalism assumes. It therefore 

holds that it is not possible to define "good" in terms of any natural 

properties. As good being a non-natural property is indefinable, it 

cannot be denied in any other terms. Thus, the meaning of sentences 

containing the word 'good' cannot be explained entirely in terms of 

sentences not containing the word 'good'. 

18 See Ewing, A. C. "G. E. Moore" Mind, Vol.70, p.251. 
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What is naturalistic fallacy? What Professor Moore means by the 

'naturalistic fallacy' is the assumption that because some quality or 

combination of qualities invariably and necessarily accompanies the 

quality of goodness, or is invariably and necessarily accompanied by it, 

or both, this quality or combination of qualities is identical with 

goodness. If, for example, it is believed that whatever is pleasant is and 

must be good, or whatever is good is and must be pleasant, or both, it is 

committing the naturalistic fallacy to infer from this that goodness and 

pleasantness are one and the same quality. Thus, the naturalistic 

fallacy is the assumption that because the word 'good' and, say, 

· 'pleasant' necessarily describe the same objects, they must attribute the 

same quality to them. To make it clear, A. N. Prior says, "We might, 

with Mill, call the objects to which a term is applicable the denotation of 

the term, and the characteristics which an object must have for the term 

to be applicable to it, the connotation of the term.''19 Thus, for Moore the 

naturalistic fallacy is the fallacy of attempting to define evaluative 

concepts with descriptive concepts.20 

Now the pertinent question: how does naturalistic fallacy of Moore 

relate to the is-ought fallacy. There are some commentators and 

thinkers who adhere to the view that the naturalistic fallacy is related to 

but is not identical with the 'is-ought fallacy', which is the fallacy of 

drawing evaluative conclusions from descriptive premises. The 'is

ought fallacy' as we sa.w-in Hume's case, lies in the logical gap between 

ought-statements and is-statements. Is-statements are also known as 

descriptions. They are claimed about what ·there is. On the other hand, 

19 Mill, J. S. System of Logic, I, vi. 
20 See Gregor, Pence., A Dictionary of Common Philosophical Tenns, New York: McGraw- Hill, 2000, 
p.37. 
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ought-statements are also known as 'prescriptions' or 'evaluations' and 

they are associated with the assertion what should be. Is-statements are 

exemplified in the sciences, whereas ought-statements are exemplified 

in ethics and aesthetics. Hume claims that inferring ought-statements 

from is-statements is deductively invalid, because no amount of 

descriptive facts forces evaluative claims into us. This means that we 

can always have evaluative reasons for interpreting descriptive facts in 

one ways versus another. 

However, in order to get around Burne's is-ought fallacy, some 

eighteenth and nineteenth-century moral philosophers simply defined 

goodness in terms of natural properties, much like scientists define 

natural things in terms of natural properties. Such philosophers are 

called naturalistic philosophers. In this category, we particularly 

include utilitarians, namely, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill. 

Actually, in meta-ethics a philosopher who believes that moral concepts 

can be defined with natural concepts is called 'moral naturalist'. A 

moral naturalist is a proponent of 'moral naturalism'. Even though both 

Bentham and Mill have disagreed about what sort of pleasure should be 

emphasized, but they believed that the moral term 'good' can be 

defined entirely by the phrase "whatever produces the greatest amount 

of pleasure for the greatest number of sentient beings". 

Moore in his book Principia Ethica has claimed that the mere act of 

defining moral concepts with natural concepts .was a fallacy, what he 

attributes as the 'naturalistic fallacy'. Sometimes Moore used the 

phenomenal quality, i.e. qualia 'yellow' to make this point. Here he 

implicitly claimed that moral qualities were analogous to or were a sort 

of qualia. According to Moore, scientists can attempt to define yellow 
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with a naturalistic description such as "light with approximately 600nrn 

wavelength", but any such definition would not capture what yellow is. 

More succinctly, it can be said that no definition using natural concepts 

could capture the essential properties of yellowness. Moore says, 

"Consider yellow, for example. We may try to define it, by describing 

its physical equivalent; we may state what kind of light-vibrations must 

stimulate the normal eye, in order that we may perceive it. But a 

moment's reflection is sufficient to show that those light-vibrations are 

not themselves what we mean by yellow. They are not what we 

perceive. Indeed, we should never have been able to discover their 

existence, unless we had first been struck by the patent difference of 

quality between the different colours. The most we can be entitled to 

say of those vibrations is that they are what corresponds in space to the 

yellow which we actually perceive."21 The same goes for moral 

concepts, according to Moore. Defining the good as what produces the 

greatest amount of pleasure for the greatest number of sentient beings 

in fact fails to capture what is good even though it might track it. It may 

be the case, Moore opines, that all things which are good are also 

something else, just as it is true that all things which are yellow produce 

a certain kind of vibration in the light. In fact, ethics aims at discoverirlg 

what are those other properties belonging to all things which are good. 

However, when philosophers have thought that when they named 

those other properties they were actually defining good, but these 

properties were in fact simple not other, but absolutely and entirely the 

same with goodness what Moore calls the naturalistic fallacy. Thus, we 

21 Moore, G. E., Principia Ethica, section: 10.2, Retrieved May 29, 2007. 
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can say that Burne's 'is-ought fallacy' was reborn with Moore's 

introduction of the naturalistic fallacy. 

According to Moore "Goodness is simple, undefinable, non-natural 

property." However, to call goodness as non-natural does not mean 

that it is supernatural or divine. It does not mean, however, that goodness 

cannot be reduced to natural properties such as needs, wants or 

pleasures. Moore also stated that a reduction of ethical properties to a 

divine command would be the same as stating their naturalness. This 

would be an example of what he referred to as "the naturalistic 

fallacy."Conceiving 'goodness' as indefinable, Moore actually wants to 

say that goodness cannot be defined in any other terms. This is the 

central claim of non-naturalism. Accordingly, it can be said following 

Moore that the meaning of sentences containing the word 'good' cannot 

be explained entirely in terms of sentences not containing the word 

'good'. One cannot substitute words referring to pleasure, needs or 

anything else in place of 'good'. Moore was very clear when he 

attributed "goodness" as non-natural property. According to Moore 

there are two types of properties, such as, natural property and non

natural property. Properties, such as, hardness, roundness and 

dampness etc., are clearly natural properties. They are natural because 

we encounter them in the real world and can perceive them. On the 

contrary, other properties, such as being good and being right, are not so 

obvious. A great novel, for example, is considered to be a good thing; 

goodness may be said to be a property of that novel. Paying one's debts 

and telling the truth are generally hard to be right things to do; 

rightness may be said to be a property of certain human actions. 

According to Moore the nature of these two categories of properties is 
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different. Unlike the non-natural properties, natural properties can be 

perceived and encountered in the real world. Contrary to this, it is not 

immediately clear how to physically see, touch or measure the 

goodness of a novel or the rightness of an action. 

What we notice here is that Moore does not consider goodness and 

rightness to be natural properties because of the fact that they cannot be 

defined in terms of any natural properties. How, then, can we know 

that anything is good and how can we distinguish good from bad? One 

can response this question from the perspective of moral epistemology, 

the part of epistemology that studies how we know moral facts and 

how moral beliefs are justified. In fact some British epistemologists, 

following Moore, suggested that humans have a special faculty, a 

faculhj of moral intuition, which tells us what is good and bad, right and 

wrong. Even we have a good response from ethical intuitionists who 

assert that, if we see a good person or a right action, and our faculty of 

moral intuition is sufficiently developed and unimpaired, we simply 

intuit that the person is good or that the action is right. Moral intuition 

is supposed to be a mental process different from other, more familiar 

faculty like sense-perception and that moral judgments are its outputs. 

When someone judges something to be good or some action to be right, 

then the person is using the faculty of moral intuition. The faculty is 

attuned to those non-natural properties. We think that the best ordinary 

notion that appropriates moral intuition perhaps would be moral 

intuition, i.e. the idea of conscience. 

So far we have expressed in brief the concept of naturalistic fallacy after 

Moore. In developing and narrating his concept of naturalistic fallacy, 

Moore convinced his contemporaries that the naturalistic fallacy was a 
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fallacy that cannot be stated by an argument what he called "The Open 

Question Argument" in his Principia Ethica. Moore's main argument 

against ethical naturalists' view was what he came to be known as the 

'open question argument'. Suppose a definition of "good" is 'pleasure 

causing'. If something is good, it causes pleasure and if it causes 

pleasure, then it is, by definition, good. Moore, however, asserted that 

we could always ask, "But are pleasure causing things good?" This 

would always be an open question. According to Moore, there is no 

predetermined conclusion that pleasure-causing things are good. In his 

initial argument, 'Moore concluded that any similar definition of 

goodness would be criticized in the same way. 

To make this point further clear, let us consider a particular naturalist 

claim, such as that "xis good" is equivalent to "xis pleasure". If this 

claim is true, Moore said, the judgment "Pleasure is good" would be 

equivalent to "Pleasure is pleasure", yet surely someone who asserts the 

former means to express more than that uninformative tautology. The 

same argument can be built up against any other naturalist proposal. 

Even if we have determined that something is what we desire to desire 

or more evolved, the question whether it is good remains "open", in the 

sense that it is not settled by the meaning of the word "good". We can 

ask whether what we desire to desire is good, and likewise for what is 

more evolved, more unified, or whatever. 

The open question argument was much discussed in the 20th century 

and met with many objections. One said that the argument's 

pervasiveness depends on the "paradox of analysis" that any definition 

of a concept will, if successful, appear uninformative. If an analysis does 

capture its entire target concept's content, the sentence linking the two 
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will be a tautology, but this would not be the reason to reject all 

analysis. Moore could respond that in other cases accepting a definition 

leads us to see that the sentence affirming it, while seeming informative, 

in fact is not. However, this does not happen in the case of 'good'. Even 

if we agree that only pleasure is good, no amount of reflection will 

make us think "Pleasure is good" equivalent to "Pleasure is pleasure". 

Interpretation of Good in terms of Ought 

We have seen that the main elements of Moore's non-naturalism are 

moral realism and the autonomy of ethics. According to Moore the 

fundamental moral concept is that of goodness which he expressed by 

saying that goodness is simple and unanalysable, even in moral terms. 

Sidgwick, however, disagrees with Moore in this regard. For Sidgwick 

the central moral concept had been ought and he defined good in terms of 

ought. Moore's Principia Ethica actually took the exactly opposite view 

defining ought in terms of good. Thus, there we notice an important 

distinction between Sidgwick and Moore. Sidgwick defines good in 

terms of ought, whereas Moore defines ought in terms of good. Thus, to 

Sidgwick ought is central and for Moore good is central. Whatever the 

distinction may be, what is important to note here is that ought can be 

defined or so to speak conceived in terms of good and vice-versa. In 

boarder sense they belong to the same category, i.e. they are non

natural properties. 

According to Principia Ethica, 'one ought to do x' literally means "x will 

produce the most good possible". However, Moore was quickly 

persuaded by Bertrand Russell that his last view is vulnerable to his 

own open-question argument in saying "one ought to do what will 
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produce the most good". Moore therefore holds in his later work that 

ought is a distinct moral property from good without jeopardizing the 

essence of his non-naturalism. However, Moore continued to prefer the 

view that good is a simple concept. On the Moorean view judgments 

about the goodness of state of affairs are not shorthand for judgments 

about how we ought to respond to those states. They are independent 

judgments that explain why we ought so to respond. 

The other innovative aspect of Moore was his view that the intrinsic 

value of a state of affairs can depend only of its intrinsic properties, it 

has apart from any relations to other states. Moore did not explicitly 

state his more restrictive view that intrinsic goodness can depend only 

on intrinsic properties. Whatever the innovation may actually be, it 

does not affect the core of a non-naturalist meta-ethics as expounded by 

Moore. However, critique would suggest that unlike Moore's non

naturalism, Sidgwick's non-naturalism was comparatively modest in 

the sense that there are truths about what people ought or have reason 

to do that we can know by reflection. However, Moore supplemented 

this modest view with an extravagant metaphysics of non-natural 

properties inhabiting a supersensible realm and a mysterious faculty of 

intuition that acquaints us with them. 

Naturalistic ethics 

We have seen that Moore defends non-naturalism and stands against 

naturalism. His ethics is non-naturalistic in nature. To make his 

standpoint clearer, let us explain naturalistic ethics in brief. Naturalistic 
. 

ethics is a theory of moral behaviour according to which ethics is an 

empirical science. According to this theory ethical statements are 
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reduced to the natural sciences (physical or social), and ethical 

questions are answered wholly on the basis of the findings of those 

sciences. Accordingly, it can be said that naturalistic ethics is a non

valuational enterprise. It states that any ethical value is to be 

confirmable through the method of science. It states that moral facts are 

facts of nature. Ethical values are reducible to natural properties. For 

example, a good action iS an action in conformity with the proper 

function of a thing. Even virtue ethics states that ethical good is the 

realization of the capacities of a human being as 'living well and doing 

well in the world'. Ethical values are a distinctive kind of property not 

reducible to those studied. 

Naturalism, Non-naturalism, Naturalistic ethics 

Naturalism as the doctrine assumes that a complete description of the 

world can be given using the conceptual resources of the natural 

sciences. More precisely, naturalism supposes that every concept we 

may use its correct descriptions of the world may be reduced to a 

concept of natural science, and that all explanations of worldly 

phenomena are at the root mere causal explanations. Naturalistic ethics 

admits that as moral facts are facts of nature, they can be in some sense 

or other defined. However, one thing should be kept in mind that 

naturalism is not at par with naturalistic ethics. Nor we can say that 

Moorian non-naturalism is at par with naturalistic ethics or naturalism 

as such. Those who advocate naturalistic ethics would perhaps admit 

that an ought can be reduced from an is. As Moore non-naturalism 

stands against both naturalism and ethical naturalism, it does not admit 

any logical deduction of an ought from an is. Moore was critical about 
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naturalistic fallacy. He did not say much more about the logical 

derivation of an-ought statement from an is-statement. However, 

naturalistic fallacy gives us sufficient clue from which we can assume 

that in Moorean ethics there is no scope of deducing an evaluative 

statement from a descriptive statement. He rules out any sort of 

naturalistic interpretation of the term 'good' which according to Moore 

is non-natural. Accordingly, it can be said that any attempt of reducing 

or deducing an evaluative statement from a descriptive statement or 

vice versa would commit naturalistic fallacy. Someone who believes in 

the descriptivist theory of meanirtg and that moral concepts have sharp 

definitions certainly commits the naturalistic fallacy if he commits the 

is-ought fallacy. Accordingly, the naturalistic fallacy appears to be a 

legitimate fallacy to ordinary people who engage in certain ordinary 

moral reasoning. 

Now the pertinent question is: Is is-ought dichotomy remained as same as 

naturalistic fallacy? We have already mentioned that Hume was talking 

of 'Is-Ought Dichotomy' what is philosophically known as 'Burne's 

Law'. Moore as we have stated did not mention the 'Is-ought 

Dichotomy" like Hume. Moore was concerned about the naturalistic 

fallacy. His theory is known as non-naturalism. Therefore, just like is

ought dichotomy, there is a similar dichotomy between naturalism and 

non-naturalism. Naturalism is associated with descriptivism and non

naturalism is associated with evaluative judgment. There may have 

some overlapping between naturalism and non-naturalism. Those who 

advocate ethical naturalism does not strict to this dichotomy between 

naturalism and non-naturalism. As Moore does not admit ethical 

naturalism, he therefore stands in favour of this dichotomy. Now if 
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naturalism can be conceived at par with is-statement and non-naturalism 

can be conceived at par with ought-statement, then certainly, it can be 

said after Moore that an ought-statement or non-natural statement 

cannot be logically deduced from an is-statement or natural statement 

and vice-versa. 

Even though the is-ought dichotomy is the main burden of ethics or 

moral philosophy in general, but the issue actually belongs to the moral 

philosophy of language because of the fact that any attempt of 

collapsing or not collapsing is-ought dichotomy actually hinges on the 

analysis of language. How can we have or have not an ought from an 

is? On both accounts we can take the help of the analysis of language. 

That means one can be linguistically defined in terms of another. 

However, unlike many others, Moore rules out any definition or 

analysis of non-natural concept such as 'good' in terms of natural 

concept. Moore has over emphasized on the view that any attempt of 

defining a non-natural concept such as 'good' in terms of natural 

concept would lead us to naturalistic fallacy. Billington summarizes 

Moore's naturalistic by saying, "Each proponent can defend his point of 

view as following naturally from the facts: each can claim to be deriving 

an ought from an is. What is clear, however, is that, however 

vociferously the claim may be made that a logical connection has been 

established between the two, the claim is fallacious. The whole theory is 

in fact known in philosophy as the naturalistic fallactj."22 

Like Billington, Richard also makes the same observation. Richard say:5 

that knowing about the material does not determine what ought to be 

done with it. What we decide to try to depend on our values, and facts 

22 Billington, Ray, Living Philosophy: An Introduction to Moral Thought, London: Routledge, 1988, 
p.88. 
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and values are separate things. He says, "Many philosophers have put 

it for a long time, "ought" cannot be derived from "is"; statements of 

value cannot be deduced from statements of fact. Achieving the ideal 

society depends on the separate activities of working out values and 

experimenting to find out facts."23 In the tradition of Moore, he will be 

on the look-out for the fallacious attempt to derive non-natural, ethical 

properties from natural, empirical properties. Or more generally, it can 

be said, he will be on the lookout for the fallacious derivation of 

evaluative conclusions from factual premises. 

Thus, according to Collingham, then, an acceptance that there is a gap 

between is and ought amounts to much the same thing as a healthy 

respect for Moore's warning concerning the naturalistic fallacy, which 

in turn has its general form an adherence to the supposed distinction 

between facts and values. In fact the combination of anti-naturalism 

with the denial of the fact-value distinction is not, of course, a new 

development. In fact its philosophical ancestry, from Plato to Moore, is 

most respectable; of late it has not commanded the attention it deserves. 

---:x----

23 Richards, Jenet, R, The Sceptical Feminist, London: Routledge, 1980, p.64. 
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