
Chapter Four 

Attempts to reduce ought from is: Black's Interpretation 

There are philosophers who adhere to the view that ought-statement can 

be reduced from is-statement. In describing Humes is-ought dichotomy 

as 'Burne's Guillotine', Max Black inclines to say that modem 

philosophers have been disposed to endorse Hume's Guillotine as the 

result of making two mistakes. First they have presumed uncritically 

that no term in the sense of 'ought' may occur in the conclusion of a 

valid argument which does not occur in the premises .. In this regard, 

Black recalled the remarks of Karl Popper. Popper says, "' Perhaps the 

simplest and most important about ethics is purely logical. I mean the 

impossibility to derive non-tautological ethical rules - imperatives; 

principles of policy, aims; or however we may describe them - from 

statements of facts. Only if this fundamental logical position is realized 

can we begin to formulate the logical problem of moral philosophy, and 

to appreciate their difficulty."s6 We think perhaps Popper would 

presumably wish to make a similar claim about all non-factual 

statements. Like many other philosophers Popper equally shares the 

view that only statements of fact can be followed from statements of 

fact. This actually reaffirms the proverb available in English literature 

such as "Birds of a feather flock together". There is no question of doubt 

that factual statements deserve some exceptionality which other than 

factual statements do not deserve. The very nature of a factual 

statement is that it has cognitive values and it has been interpreted or 

cognized in terms of truth and falsity. Other non-factual statements 

56 Popper, Karl. Aristotelian Society Proceedings, supp. Vol. xxii, 1948, p.l54. 
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may be analyzed very close to factual statements but they by no means 

desire to have cognitive values. Therefore, Popper own sense is that 

only factual statements can be logically deduced from factual 

statements. This is all about the impulsion of logical positivism. 

However, Max Black thinks the other way round. He tries to show that 

there is a possibility to reduce a should-statement from factual statement. 

Here Black interprets the term 'should' in terms of ought. 

We think that Popper's position has well been supported by R. M. Hare 

and P. H. Nowell Smith. Hare says, "Popper rightly refers to the rules 

as "perhaps the simplest and most important point about ethics."S7 

Although, Hare has attempted to deduce ought-statement from is

statement, but his treatment is different from others. In Hare's treatment, 

the autonomy principle takes the special form that no imperative 

conclusion can be validly drawn from premises that do not contain at 

least one imperative. Nowell Smith also rules out the possibility of 

deducing a non-factual statement from a factual statement. He says that 

an argument from factual premises to an ethical conclusion "must be 

illegitimate reasoning, since the conclusion of an argument can contain 

nothing which is not in the premises, and there are no 'ought' in the 

premises."ss We think that from the logical point of view Smith is right 

in saying that no ethical or ought-statement can be deduced from 

factual statement because an argument containing factual statements 

lacks evaluative content. In the case of a·valid deduction the conclusion 

is logically deduced from the premise or premises. In this sense the 

content of the conclusion must be there in the premises. If the content of 

the conclusion is no longer there in the premises, then how can we 

57 Hare, R. M. The language of Morals, Oxford, 1952, p.31. 
58 Smith, Nowell. Ethics, 1954, p.37. 
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assume that the conclusion is logically deduced from the premises? In 

this sense the question of deducing an evaluative statement from a 

factual statement simply does not arise. 

In this regard Smith refers Hume' s position. Hume in his Treatise regrets 

by saying that all the moralists make an imperceptible transition from 

observations about human affairs or assertions about the existence of 

God, what Hume calls the vulgar system of moralihj. Here an attempt 

has been drawn to deduce a normative conclusion connected with ought 

or ought not from the factual proposition associated with is or is not. 

According to Hume such logical deduction is entirely inconclusive and 

inconceivable because here a new relation between the premises and the 

conclusion is established where the premises and the conclusion are 

entirely different in nature. According to Black if Hume' s position holds 

good and if we abide by the position of Hare and Smith, then we have 

to assign to the principle that only factual statements can follow from 

exclusively factual statements what Black attributed as Hume's 

Guillotine. A factual statement is a statement that can be expressed by a 

sentence whose copula is 'is' or 'is not' and such statement by no means 

is constituted by 'should', 'must', 'ought' and so forth. 

Black raises question regarding Hume's position of is-ought dichotomy. 

According to Black, Hume' s position regarding is-ought dichotomy is 

not clear. There is no question of doubt that Hume was very much 

skeptical about this dichotomy. In this regard, Black supportS 

Macintyre. Macintyre argues against the customary interpretation of 

Hume's remarks. He contends that Hume was not only raising a 

question about the derivation of an ought from an is, which is 

subsequently answered affirmatively in Hume's own ethical theory. 
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According to Black, Hume' s position regarding is-ought dichotomy is 

unconvincing. For Black it would not be prudent to introduce into a 

conclusion 'some new relation or affirmation' expressed by 'ought' or 

'ought not' that is entirely different from the relations or affirmations 

occurring in the premises. In fact, the strength of Hume' s position lies in 

the expression 'entirely different' as Hume elsewhere remarks that there 

are 'some new relation or affirmation' expressed by 'ought' or 'ought 

not' that is entirely different from the relations or affirmations occurring 

in the premises. Black, however, inclines to say that if Hume thought 

that this was sufficient to disqualify the 'ought conclusion' from factual 

premises, then Hume himself was committing an error of reasoning. 

The sense of 'entirely different' that Hume needs is one in which A 

counts as entirely different from B when and only when a statement 

containing A cannot logically be derived from premises containing A, 

but not B. Black observes that whether 'ought' is entirely different from 

'is' in this sense is the very question at issue. 

Now the most pertinent question is: why are modem philosophers 

predisposed or so to speak inclined to sanction Hume' s Guillotine? Black 

thinks perhaps modem readers are inclined towards Hume's Guillotine 

simply because they were convinced by the principle that 'no term may 

occur in the conclusion of a valid argument unless it occurs somewhere 

in the premises. But Black thinks that such apprehension is mistaken. If 

'valid argument' means the same as valid syllogism in the true logically 

sense then it would be correct to say that the conclusion must be the 

part of the premise or premises and the conclusion can never be 

overlapped the premises. For Black even though in the case of logical 

syllogism the conclusion is logically entailed or followed from the 
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premises, but this would perhaps not be true in general. In this regard, 

Black cites an example. 

Premise: A citizen is a person 

Conclusion: Therefore a married citizen is a married person. 

According to Black the above argument is valid because if the premise 

is true, the conclusion must be true. However, in the case of this 

argument the word 'married' is present in the conclusion but it is absent 

in the premise. Does it then lead us to say that the argument is invalid? 

Certainly, it is not the case. The argument is valid as it stands as valid 

without benefit of suppressed premise. The question then is: how does 

the word 'married' is contained in the premise as cited above? It is the 

logical dogma that in the case of a valid argument the conclusion is 

logically contained in the premises. In responding to such question, 

Black inclines to say that there is no usual sense in which the conclusion 

of a valid argument can be said to be 'contained' in the premises. For 

Black this in fact a misleading way of saying that the conclusion really 

does follow from the given premises without the addition of 

accompanying assumptions. In this regard, Black refers Moore. 

According to Black, Moore in his Commonplace Book interprets 'p 

contains q' to mean that p is a conjunction having q as one of its conjuncts. 

Reflecting on the literal construction of the metaphor of containing, 

Black inclines to say that it is not surprising that Moore speedily 

concludes that p can contain q without containing it. 

On the basis of the above observation, Black, then attempts to show that 

there are some kinds of 'ought-statements' which really do follow from 
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'is-premises'. On this regard, Black considers the following valid 

argument: 

Vivisection causes gratuitous to animals 

Nothing that causes gratuities suffering ought to be done. 

Therefore, vivisection ought not to be done. 

On the basis of the above valid argument, Black then goes on to derive 

another valid argument taking place from 'is' to 'ought'. 

Vivisection causes gratuitous suffering to animals. 

Therefore, if nothing that causes gratuitous suffering 

ought to be done, vivisection ought not to be done. 

According to Black what has been said above can be expressed in 

general in the following way: 

'If A then B' entails 'If B ought not to be done, A ought not to 

be done'. 

In this regard, Black refers A. N. Prior.s9 Prior, in different ways, tries to 

show how an evaluative statement can be deduced from a descriptive 

statement. Black goes on to say that the above argument certainly goes 

against the dogma committed the view that an 'ought' is never 

derivable from an 'is'. However, Black does not rely much on the face 

value of this argument. In fact, he does not think that such argument 

actually solve the problem of 'is-ought' dichotomy. He thinks that the 

conclusion of the above argument " If B ought not to be done, A ought 

not to be done' will serve no useful purpose in an ethical argument. 

However, one has prompted to do so because it will be our knowledge 

of the truth of the factual statement 'If A then B' from which we can 

59 Prior, A. N. "The Autonomy of Ethics", Australasian Journal of Philosophy, vo138, 1960, p.l99-
206. 
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derive any consequences that follow from the trivial ethical statement 

that it entails. 

The second reason that may predispose or bias modern philosophers to 

accept Burne's Guillotine is the view that statements associated with 

ought lack truth-values or more specifically it can be said that 'ought

statements' make no truth claim at all. 'Ought statements' do not 

possess any truth value; they are thus debarred or disqualified to serve 

either as premises or as conclusions. Truth values are the hallmarks of 

factual statement and when we are talking of 'is-ought' dichotomy, we 

are very much predisposed of truth values of is-statement. Now, how 

can we talk about the derivation of 'is' from 'ought' or vice-versa, where 

one class of statement is determined in terms of truth values and other 

class of statement is determined in terms of non-truth values. That is 

why modern philosophers were predisposed by Hume's Guillotine. 

According to Black even though 'is' statement is measured in terms of 

truth values which is unlikely in the case of 'ought' statement, but there 

remains a considerable possibility to deduced one from the other. We 

are very much in a position to say, at least in the conceptual level, that 

one can conceive an 'ought statement' from a factual statement or 

statement of fact. Here we particularly call upon the name of J. L. 

Austin. While discussing the concept of Speech Act, Austin at the 

preliminary stages finds a distinction between perfonnatives and 

constatives. A constative is something which is either true or false and all 

logical propositions, so to speak, are constatives in this sense. On the 

other hand, all speech acts are performatives. He then draws the 

conclusion that all constatives are performatives, but not all 

performatives are constatives. However, in the course of time, Austin 
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rules out this distinction because he comes to realise that in the process 

of linguistic paraphrasing the distinction between performatives and 

constatives does not stand. Therefore, even following Austin we can say 

that in the conceptual level and linguistic level one can conceive a 

descriptive statement in terms of evaluative statement. We think Black 

does the same. Black thinks that one can take it as certain that we can 

reason from expressed to unstated orders other than that of making a 

truth claim. For example, from the orders ' Answers questions on every 

page' and' Initial page on which questions are answered', we can infer 

the unstated order ' Initial every page'. According to Black the 

conjunction of first two orders. logically implies the third in the sense 

that it would be impossible to obey the first two orders without obeying 

the third. In this way we can exhibit logical relations between orders, or 

for that matter, between promises, resolutions, and so forth that are 

involved in all kinds of arguments. 

A fresh and unprejudiced interpretation of Hume' s Guillotine 

On the basis of the above observation, Black then goes on to give a fresh 

and unprejudiced interpretation of Hume's Guillotine. We have 

observed that Hume's Guillotine is based on the assumption that there 

underlies an obvious gulf between 'is' and 'ought' statement and the 

logical derivation of one from another simply does not arise. Black 

offers a counter-example in this regard. The counter-example is like the 

following: 

Fischer wants to mate Botwinnik. 

The one and only way to mate Botwinnik is for Fischer to move the 

Queen. 
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Therefore, Fischer should move the Queen. 

According to Black in the above argument both the premises state 

matters of fact, while the conclusion is a non-factual 'should statement'. 

It should be kept in mind that Black interprets both should and ought in 

the same sense. Black further contends that the first premise of the 

above argument is factual. An immediate question may rise in this 

regard. How does a statement of desiring or wanting in nature be 

regarded a factual statement? Black's reply in this regard is clear. For 

him the relevant sense of 'want' is that of actively wanting, but not a 

free floating desire, wish or aspiration. In this regard, Anscombe's 

remake is particularly relevant. Anscombe says, "The wanting that 

interests us, however, is neither wishing nor hoping nor the feeling of 

desire, and cannot be said to exist in a man who does nothing towards 

getting what he wants." 60 In the first premise of the above argument, 

Fischer himself to make a corresponding first-person utterance which 

might perhaps be taken to be expressing only a resolution to achieve 

the end and so to be making no truth claim. The second premise of the 

above argument is a straightforward third person factual statement 

about Fischer supported by the usual sort of evidence about human 

behaviour. Now anybody who wishes to deny that the example 

discredits or dismantles Hume's Guillotine would like to say that the 

correct conclusion deducing out of two factual statements must be a 

factual one. Accordingly, instead of the existing conclusion the correct 

conclusion would be like 'Fischer's best move is the Queen move' or, 

perhaps, 'The one and only in which Fischer can win is by moving the 

Queen'. Thus, the objection runs against the counter-example of Black 

60 Anscombe, G. E. M. Intention, Oxford, 1957, p.67. 
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regarding Hume' s Guillotine really follows from the premises only if 

the conclusion is itself given a factual interpretation. In this regard, we 

can particularly call upon the name of Professor Von Wright. Wright in 

his paper "Practical Inference" argues against the counter-example of 

Black. In this regard, he considers the following practical argument: 

A wants to make the hut habitable. 

Unless A heats the hut it will not become habitable. 

Therefore, A must heat the hut. 

According to Von Wright the validity of the above argument actually 

depends upon how we interpret the word 'must' as used in the 

conclusion. For him, if we understand the phrase 'A must heat the hut' 

to mean the same as 'unless A heats the hut, he will fail to attain dome 

end of his action' or to mean the same as 'there is something A wants 

but will not get, unless he heats the hut', then the answer is affirmative. 

The ingenuity of Von Wright is that he eventually manages to certify his 

practical inference as valid only by interpreting its conclusion as factual. 

However, Black disagrees with Professor Wright. Wright inclines to say 

that if we are asked what we mean by saying that so-and-so 'must' do 

such and such, or 'should' do such and such, we should sometimes 

answer in the way that Von Wright has claimed. However, Black thinks 

that this would not be the right approach because in so doing we 

should be giving the meaning of our 'must' statement. If we say 

someone 'Do your best' what does it mean? It means 'work as hard as 

you can, without worrying about successes. However, the alternative 

forms of words do not mean the same. Even though language bewitches 

us in the voice of Wittgenstein, but language has its own dispositional 

sense. Accordingly, to say what the speaker meant may be only to 
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specify the implications of his utterance in a given context. According to 

Black the words, such as, 'must', 'should' and similar words used with 

normative force in practical inferences are highly schematic and admit 

of various specifications in alternative contexts. However, to admit this 

is not to concede that the 'must' statements are synonymous with their 

appropriate specifications- nor is to concede that the meaning of 'must' 

varies from context to context. We think that what Black wishes to 

argue is that the 'should' conclusion of the counter example is not 

intended to be merely another way of saying that the best move is such 

and such and that the only way the player can achieve his end is by 

making that move. Instead of this Black rather gives much importance 

on the performative aspects of the utterance 'Fischer should move the 

Queen' while trying to show that 'should' statement without reduction 

to its factual implications in context, still follows from the premises. 

We think that Black's plea towards performative utterances reminds 

Austin. According to Austin every speech act is a performative 

utterance. More specifically, it can be said that Austin understands 

speech acts in terms of performatives. By doing an act through speech 

or language, one has to perform some act following conventions. 

According to Austin performative utterances are not judged or 

evaluated in terms of truth values. Black also interprets performatives 

in the Austinian line of thinking. In saying that there is a performative 

aspect to saying 'Fischer should move the Queen', Black intends to say 

that a speaker who uses this form of words counts or doing something 

more than truth values. Here the speaker is not just saying something 

that is true or false, but is doing and counts as doing something more 

than that. Language has its multifarious functions and it would be 
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wrong to suggest that the function of language is objective in nature. 

The very function of language is not something fixed. Like Austin, 

Black inclines to say that the second person use of language is most 

pertinent in understanding the proper use of language. This is what 

Austin calls the illocutionan; force of an action. For Austin illocutionan; 

force is the centrality of speech-act theory. In the same manner, Black 

remarks that the second person use of language is primary in the hope 

of explaining the first and third person uses. Black further contends that 

it is quite reasonable to say that the primary function of the second 

person formula is to urge the hearer to adopt a cause of action selected 

by the speaker as preferable, optimal, or correct. If a teacher asserts 

before the students that 'This is a red pen', the students either would 

agree with the teacher or would disagree with the teacher. Here the 

agreement or disagreement of the students regarding the redness of pen 
' 

can be interpreted in terms of correctness or incorrectness. The students 

would reply that yes sir you are correct or they would reply that no sir, 

it is not a red pen. Black's point is that the valuation of the course of 

action available to the hearer is subordinate to the urging function in 

the sense that the speaker's evaluation of a selected action as preferable 

or obligatory gives him a reason for urging his hearer to perform that 

action. When the speaker, for example, urging the hearer by saying 

'please bring for me a glass of water', it would create an illocutionan; 

force to the hearer by ineans of which he has prompted to act an action. 

There seems to be no linguistic violation in urging a man to do 

something, even when the speaker has no reason with which to back 

the recommendation. 
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The pertinent question then is: what does the hearer convince to back 

the recommendation? When I say to someone, please bring for me a 

glass of water, in most usual cases, perhaps in almost every case there 

would be a theoretical possibility that my urge would be fulfilled. 

Perhaps there lays rational contribution on the part of the hearer to 

fulfill such urge. Even Caton here anticipates the relevance of 

rationality. Caton says, ""Ought" -judgments are logically a kind of 

statement which must be supported by reasons ... if he (the speaker) 

cannot give reasons, he should hesitate to reiterate his assertion or 

should retract it."61 It might be said that the use of second-person 

'should' -formula normally arouses a _presumption that the speaker has 

reasons for s~ying what he does, but since the same might be said about 

any kind of statement whatever, this cannot be the distinctive 

peculiarity of the meaning function of 'should'. By making a 

locutior\ary act, the speaker by and large wants to his hearer to do what 

he says that he should do. However, such inclination or so to speak 

desire on the part of the speaker can again be defeated in special 

circumstances. Black says, " If I have bet heavily on your losing the 

game of chess in which you are engaged, I shall not want you to win, 

but if you ask my advice and I see that you can win by moving the 

Queen, I am still required to say, 'You should move the Queen"'.62 

Let us consider the following argument given by Black. 

The one and only way in which you can mate is by moving the Queen. 

Your best move is the Queen move. 

You should move the Queen. 

Therefore, move the Queen. 

61 Caton, Charles, E. "Philosophical Quarterly" vol.!3, 1963, p.l50. 
62 Black, Max." The gap between 'is' and ;ought'", p.l05. 
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According to Black, in the above argument the first premise is neutral, 

non-performative comment in a situation, whereas the last one, i.e. the 

conclusion is a straightforward imperative statement In between there 

we find a statement containing the word 'should' which functions as a 

sort of hybrid implying an evaluation based upon matters of fact but 

partaking also of the imperative force of the bare incitement to action. 

As the term 'should' function as a crossbreed it may count as advising, 

inciting, admonishing, urging, suggesting and so on the basis of 

circumstance or situation. Black's own view is that even though we do 

not have any single word to incorporate all such linguistic activities, but 

still !t can be said that there remains something common to all of them. 

The word 'advising', Black opines, in an extended sense covers 

everything which we do in telling other person what he should do. 

Black then goes on to emphasize that 'should' in the second person uses 

has the practical function of advising. 

After giving the counter example of Hume' s Guillotine in the above, 

Black then goes on to render prominent the performative aspect of the 

second alternative. In this regard, he again gives an argument in the 

following form: 

You want to achieve E. 

Doing M is the one and only way to achieve E. 

Therefore, you should do M. 

· If we carefully examine the above argument, it would be clear to us that 

in the above argument the conclusion is intended to express 'advice' not 

in terms of the factual conditions expressed by the premises. Keeping this 

understanding in mind, can we then say that the conclusion follows by 

logical necessity from the premises? We can say if we understand the 
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insight of the argument. We think that there remains some linked sub

premise in the above argument. That means, to say that in the case of 

the above argument the conclusion is logically follows from the 

premises; we have to have some additional premise. In this regard, it 

can be said that the form of the above argument is enthymeme in nature. 

Accordingly, to test the validity of this argument, we have to add the 

following premise: 

Evenjbody should do anything which is the one and the only way to achieve 

anything that he wants to achieve. 

The additional premise is a general premise. It is not factual in nature; 

rather it is normative or practical according to Black. Accordingly, its 

addition is held to convert the original inference into a formally correct 

one still confronting to Hume' s Guillotine. However, Blacks claims that 

the proposed additional premise must be analytic in nature so that it 

can guarantee the meanings or function of the terms it contains. If it 

does, then according to Black, its presence is unnecessary as in the 

parallel case of an argument from contingent premises to contingent 
' 

conclusion. If an argument is valid it would remain as valid when an 

analytic premise is imported. However, if somebody wishes to insert 

the supplementary premise as proposed in the above argument which 

is supposed to be analytic in nature, he would be very indisposed, Black 

opines, to agree that non-factual conclusion might follow from 

exclusively factual premises .because in such a case he ought to make 

him reject the idea of a necessarily true conditional having a factual 

antecedent but a non-factual consequent. In such as case, he would not 

be able to retain Hume's Guillotine. Black's contention is that those 

who adhere to the view that such inferences, like the above cited one, 
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are enthymematic and insist upon adding a general premise actually 

shifted the question of validity to that of the validity of the imported 

premises. 

One more misconception can be perceptible from Kant. According to 

Kant the conclusion of any practical argument would be hypothetical. 

Accordingly, it can be said after Kant that only correct conclusion from 

the given premises must have the hypothetical or conditional form, 

such as: 'If you want to achieve E, you should do M.' Now in any 

conditional statement, the antecedent is supposed to be the cause and 

the consequent is supposed to be effect. Accordingly, if we have a 

different statement similar to the antecedent of the conditional 

statement as mentioned above then by applying the rule of Modus 

Ponens (M.P), we have the conclusion as categorical statement, such as, 

'You should do it'. According to Black, so long we intend to 'go all the 

way' there would be no point in invoking the first premise. Moreover, 

we have interpreted the word 'should' as an umbrella term meaning as 

in. terms of advising, inciting, admonishing, urging, and suggesting and 

so on. Accordingly, the sentence 'You should do M' is oblique and 

cryptic which really means the same as 'If you want to achieve E, you 

should do M'. The question then arises: what does the term 'should' in 

the expanded sentence mean? One way of conceiving 'should' in the 

expanded sentence would be like: 'If you want to achieve E, you should, 

if you want to achieve E, do M.' However, such interpretation of 

'should' actually leads to an infinite regress. Contrary to this, there is no 

good reason to suppose that 'should' means two different things in 

'You should do M' and 'You should do M, if you want to achieve E', 

respectively. A good reason against the second alternative is that in 
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such a case there we have a different meaning of 'should' in both 

premises and conclusion. The 'should' as used in the premise would tell 

us something different from the 'should' as used in the conclusion. As a 

matter of fact any attempt of deducing 'ought' from 'is' would be 

invalid. 

However, Black inclines to say that those who insist on the 

'hypothetical' nature of 'should' conclusion may have some important 

point. Suppose A is playing chess with B. A seeks advice from D 

whether he (i.e. D) sees that the one and only way to checkmate is to 

move the Queen and says to A 'You should move the Queen'. Let us 

suppose further that the request of A to D and the advice of D to A is 

being heard by C. A bystander, namely C knows some information 

regarding B which in unknown to both A and D. C objects to A 

regarding the advice of D that 'You should move the Queen'. C says 

that the health condition of B is precarious and that the sudden shock of 

losing game to an inferior player might induce a stroke and kills him. C, 

therefore, says to A that he (i.e. A) should not move the Queen and 

considering the health condition of B, it would be prudent for A to 

break off the game. The question then arises: Is C' s advice or 

caution in conflict with D? We think the advice of D to A is confined to 

the rules of game and game alone. On the other hand, the caution of C 

to A regarding B is p'urely out of the context of the game. However, 

saving the life of a- contestant is far more important than winning or 

losing of a game. Now prima-facially if we say that the advice of D to A 

is contradictory with the caution of C to A, then according to Black we 

cannot properly argue that the advice of D follows from the two factual 

premises about A's purpose and the necessary and sufficient condition 
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for achieving it. For the addition of further premises - for example, 

about B's state of health and probable consequences to him of defeat

would produce a conclusion contrary to D's advice. Moreover, C's 

caution to A involves a change of subject. When A seeks advice from D, 

A understan<;J.s D as a professional chess player and expecting an advice 

accordingly. It would have been the case that D's advice to A may not 

be succeeded in the context of the game if B thinks more authentic ploy 

than D. This may happen. But it does not change the context of the 

game. 

However, to introduce moral consideration while playing a game 

would actually change the context of the game. Considering the moral 

context of the game under consideration, if A asks what he should do in 

this game, C perhaps, in effect, would reply to A not to continue the 

game at all. The question that needs to be addressed here is that: Are 

moral considerations subordinate to those of chess strategy? Professor 

Black does not think so, nor does he claim that C's caution to A is 

wrong. What he insists is that it may be morally right to answer 

irrelevantly just the same way as to seek 'technical advice on firearms 

by a would-be murderer'. The truth behind the view is that the 

conclusions of 'practical' arguments are hypothetical can now be made 

clear. The use of 'should' and its normative cognates in such contexts is 

specified in a certain way. 'You should do M', has the force of 'You 

should do M-- given that you are playing chess and the -question is

about that'. One might say that it is a presupposition that the advice is 

restricted in answering a question about game strategy, -such as, a legal 

question, a prudential one and so on the basis of the circumstances. 

However, moral injunction cannot be restricted or limited in a parallel 
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manner and that is why Professor Black says that 'it may be morally 

right to answer irrelevantly'. Nothing seems to fit except' given that you 

are a moral agent'. Henry Sedgwick statecj. the point accurately when he 

said of Kant's so-called hypothetical imperatives that "they are not 

addressed to anyone who has not accepted the end." 63 

Returning back to Black's argument, it can be said that the truth of the 

factual premises provides at least a good reason for saying 'You should 

do M'. In fact the truth of the premises constitutes a conclusive reason 

for saying, in the given context, 'You should do M'. When A is playing 

chess and seeks advice from D and thereby comes to know from D that 

he (here A) can mate the opponent only by moving the Queen. Since 

'moving the Queen' is the conclusive ground or reason, it would be 

prudent to urge him to do it rather than anything else. It would 

therefore be absurd to say that 'the one and only way you can mate the 

opponent is by moving the Queen - and that is why you should move 

the Queen'. According to Black if anyone has prompted to say such a 

manner, we should reasonably suppose him to have made a slip of the 

tongue, to be joking, transmitting a code message, making some esoteric 

allusion, or otherwise using his words in some unusual way. Because in 

such a case, it would be presumed that he did not understand what he 

was saying. However, one sense could be made of the supposition that 

he did understand what he said, spoke literally, and still meant what he 

seemed to be saying~ However, Black differs from this: His own 

understanding of the counter-example of Hume's Guillotine is based on 

the same principle as applicable to the factual arguments. Any factual 

argument is guided by the principle of entailment or in broad sense the 

63 Sedgwick, Henry. The Methods of Ethics, 1890, p.6. 
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principle of material implication. Here if one admits that the 

proposition P and the proposition P-> Q is true in isolation, then he can 

detach the proposition Q as the conclusion from the given two 

premises. That means, to say that if one admits P and P implies Q as 

true premise and denies the conclusion, i.e., Q he thereby involves a 

contradiction. According to Black, P, if P then Q therefore, not-Q 

makes no sense. Following Black, what we here mean by saying is that 

the factual premise entails the factual conclusion on the basis of strong 

criterion of entailment. We think that the moral criterion of entailment 

as outlined by R. M. Hare is particularly relevant here. Hare defines 

entailment as follows: "A sentence P entails a sentence Q if and ·only if 

the fact that a person assents to P dissents from Q is a sufficient 

condition for saying that he has understood one or other of the 

sentences." 64 

Accordingly, when a man thinks that P and also that if P then Q, it is 

logically impossible for him not too think also that Q. In such a case, he 

may assert the premises explicitly without uttering the conclusion. 

However, it would be impossible that he should fail to think Q. 

According to Black, to assert the premise in question while expressing 

doubting or wondering about the conclusion would be an indication of 

stupidity, failure to understand, or some other cognitive deficiency. 

However, a man might refuse to say 'You should do M', even though he 

had affirm the factual premises whose truth conditioned a conclusive 

reason for making the 'should' statement. He might have trained 

himself to desist from giving it that he did not even think 'You should 

do M' in his heart. Even we could not properly call such a man 

64 Hare, R. M. Language of Morals, p.25. 
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irrational or ignorant of the language because giving advice is 

performing a voluntary action. Giving advice by means of 'should' 

formula is a linguistic practice just as much as the making of promise is. 

Just a man may have reasons so good for making a certain promise that 

it would be irrational for him to give a contrary promise but might 

choose not to make a promise at all. The same may be true in the case of 

advice as well. If it stands then it can be said that moral conclusion 

cannot follow from factual premises. If it does, then it can be said that 

non-moral premises would not have to accept the moral conclusion, 

because in such a case he might refrain or desist from drawing the 

moral implications from the facts. This would perhaps not be an 

indication of incapacity to reason or failure to understand the meaning 

of 'ought', but a sign of moral deficiency. This has been attributed as 

moral deficiency because one can at times blamelessly abstain from 

non-moral practices, but nobody has the right in general to neglect the 

relevant moral consideration. According to Black it would have to be 

very exceptional kind of a person who could evade the question by 

saying 'I never pass the judgment'. It certainly would be a moral 

courtesy, moral compulsion to obey the moral conclusion "You should 

do M" while admitting the other two as cited above. 

What we notice from the above is that Black himself anticipates a 

considerable gap between 'is' and 'ought'. However, he has his own 

proposal to minimise the gap or even with special prescription he has 

succeeded to get rid of this gap. Even though he has been vocal about 

the entailment relation, but at the same time he desires to qualify the 

concept of logical entailment in terms of latent necessih; or virtual 

necessihj. According to Black the practical conclusion is hypothetical in 
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quite another way from that in which Kant has thought of. However, 

there remains a gap between the factual premises and the practical 

conclusion that can be narrowed down only by an agent's willingness to 

engage in the relevant activity or practice. Given the truth of the factual 

premises concerning a man's end and the necessary and sufficient 

condition for attaining that end and given that one is to make some 

second person 'should' statement, one must say 'You should do M' -

and nothing else. The term must be used here has a forceful logical 

implication. It has been used to mean that when anybody affirms the 

premises of a valid deductive argument, he has to affirm the conclusion 

as well. That means affirming the premises and denying the conclusion 

is not possible in the case of a valid deductive argument. Likewise 

nobody who understands the premises of the practical arguments and 

knows the rules of the proper use of 'should' can honestly offer any 

other 'should' conclusion. In this sense, the parallel with theoretical 

arguments is strong. Black thus claims that the relevant principles are 

familiar ones that have been employed throughout deductive 

reasoning. 

Black further goes on to say that in case of some performatives some of 

the conventions governing the correct use of the performatives 

prescribe that if certain factual conditions obtain, specifiable 

performatives of the type in question may properly be used. If a 

performative fails to use in proper, it would be called 'infelicities' in 

Austin's phrase. Moreover, what Black calls 'factual condition' is 

termed as 'circumstances' 6Sby Austin. In fact Austin would count the 

use of the wrong performative in the circumstances what Black class 

65 Austin, J. L. How to Do Things with Words, Oxford, 1962, p.l8. 
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'misapplication'. Thus, according to Black we do require a strict 

practical argument where the necessity of logic is a must. In fact logic, 

Black opines, requires the act to be rejected as improper. In this regard, 

Black gives the following argument: 

Unless I do understand about it, you will take action A. 

If you take action A, you will be killed. 

Therefore, I warn you not to take action A. 

Superficially, the above argument is different from the earlier counter

example of Hume's Guillotine. However, careful reading would reflect 

that one way of giving the warning would be to say 'You should not do 

A'. Therefore, Black draws the conclusion by saying that some non

factual conclusions do follow and can be shown to follow from factual 

premises. Thus, there is no point to regard Hume' s Guillotine. For Black 

one can find more important arguments containing valid transition 

from 'is' to 'ought'. In this regard, Black finally gives an argument 

where a 'ought' statement as a conclusion is logically deduced from 

factual premises. The argument is as follows: 

Doing A will produce pain. 

Apart from producing the pain resulting from A, doing A will-have the 

same consequences that not doing A would have had. 

Therefore, A ought not to be done. 

In a nutshell, what the above argument states is that if the consequences 

of doing some action differ from those of abstaining from that action 

only by producing available pain, that action ought not to be done. In 

this regard, Black says, " If I am to be shown mistaken in this claim, 

somebody will have to demonstrate that a person ready to make a 

moral judgment and accepting the premises could decline to make the 
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moral judgment by the conclusion, without thereby convicting himself 

of failure to understand the term used, or some other cognitive defect." 

66 

Critical observation: 

Even though Black has attempted to overcome the gulf between 'is' and 

'should', however, he has been criticized by many contemporary 

thinkers. Phillips in his paper "The possibilities of moral advice" 

challenges Black on three main points. First, Phillips disagrees with 

Black by saying that in many typical cases where a moral conclusion 

follows, or appears to follow, from factual premises there is only a 

single possibility as to what the conclusion should be. Developing 

Black's own example of a request for moral advice by a chess player, A, 

who can win the game in circumstances where his opponent, namely B, 

is in precarious health and may be killed by the shock of defeat. In such 

as case, we have observed, Black's suggestion was to discontinue the 

game or so to speak stop the game. Phillips in this regard adds the 

supposition that B would also be upset to know that he had been given a 

game, loves chess· so much that he insists on playing it despite his 

doctor's advice, and so on. Phillips here raises a question against Black 

by saying that it would be wrong on the part of Black to assume that 

there is only a 'single possibility' of moral advice in the situation under 

consideration. Unlike Black, Phillips thinks that there seems to be a 

number of alternative possibilities. Secondly, unlike Black, Phillips 

concedes thai: 'within a given moral viewpoint', the facts may well bind 

those who share it to draw the same conclusion. However, Phillips 

contends that there is no straightforward move from the facts to a should 

66 Black, Max. "The gap between 'is' and 'should', p.ll3. 
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-conclusion. It is the moral beliefs men hold which give the facts their 

relevance, where moral advice is sought. It is these which limit advice 

to a 'single possibility' where it is so limited, not the facts as such. 

Thirdly and finally, Phillips takes the Black's challenge to show how the 

conclusion of his final example could be rejected. In this regard, Phillips 

suggests the case of a man convinced that he ought to .die for a cause 

even though he knows that the cause is lost; or of a soldier refusing to 

make known plans to an enemy under torture even though he knows 

that the plans have already been discovered. 

Phillips further contends that Black himself underestimates the 

significance of his own example because the distinction between games 

and morality is not as rigid as Black would make it. Consider, for 

example, the conflict between attitudes such as, 'Win at all costs' and 

'observe the spirit of the game'. Black says that it is no doubt an 

important point that moral injunctions cannot be limited in the same 

way as advice on strategy during a game, but it is doubtful, Phillips 

opines, whether he has recognized the nature of the importance 

involved. Had he done so, he would not have tried to establish an 

analogy between advice in chess and moral advice. Having been tried 

to do this, Black himself is guilty of serious confusions. 

Black has maintained that there are differences between two pieces of 

advice. He elsewhere says that to think Pis also to think Q. Failure to 

think Q entails failure to understand P. However, it is not so in the case 

of moral should - conclusion. Moral advice unlike other advices is a 

voluntary activity. A man may train himself to abstain from giving 

moral advice or he may refrain from drawing a moral conclusion from 

the facts because of moral deficiency. That is why Black is hesitant to 
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say that the should - conclusion is entailed by the factual premises. 

However, once a man chooses to be involved in moral practices the 

differences are unimportant. According to Phillips this is not tenable. 

Black commits mistake by conceiving morality as a game. For Phillips 

morality is not a game and philosophers are not the best people who 

have special insight into its rules. Phillips concludes by saying that 

Black ought to take another look at Hume's Guillotine because 'his 

arguments are on the block'. 

--------x-----
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