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Preface 

The Central Problem of moral life is embodied in the question: "what I 

ought to do"? To answer this question adequately is the principle task of Moral 

Philosophy. This question pre-supposes two equally important questions 

(a) "Why should I do what I ought to do? and 

(b) "What I ought to do? and why?" 

The history of Moral Philosophy shows that this question has been 

answered in a variety of ways by different thinkers. The main moral concepts in 

terms of which these answers have been given are 'good', 'right' and 'ought' or 

'obligation'. These answers are broadly ·divided into two groups which are 
. . 

generally described as 'teleological' and 'deontological'. These theories and 

the diversity of statements show the rich complexity of man's moral life. The 

proposed thesis would be addressed to working out the possibility of a united 

view of moral life that would include the elements of truth embodied in the 

various moral theories. 

The concept of Moral Obligation occupies a key possition in the whole 

universe of moral discourse. There are other important moral concepts like 

'good' and 'right' in terms of which moral life is usually explained. But the 

peculiarity of the concept of moral obligation is that it involves the study on 

moral concepts as well. It touches all the significant aspects of moral life and 

involves a necessary, reference to the concept of 'good' and 'right' themselves. 

Hence the central concept of Moral Obligation. The key originating question of 

the proposed thesis is : what is Moral Obligatiort? 

I. The concept of Moral Obligation has practical as well as theoretical 

significance. No other moral concepts are so directly practical. The central moral 

question "what I ought to do? and why?" is directly about moral obligation and 

its ground. Thus it forms the link between theory and practice. 
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Secondly, the concept of Moral Obligation involves both deontological 

and teleological considerations. The concept of 'obligation' as such is 

deontological in nature, while its 'ground' brings in teleology. 

Thirdly, it brings together 'reason' and desire' in the form of objective 

binding, and 'satisfaction', or right' and 'good'. It is through the concept of moral 

obligation that the 'ideal' governs the 'actual', and the 'higher-self governs the 

'lower-self, if we may say so. The sense of moral obligation is the core of moral 

experience. It should also be noted that a study of moral obligation has a very 

important bearing on related studies of human life such as social and political 

philosophy and philosophy of religion· etc. 

Finally, it is through the concept of moral obligation that we clearly know 

the social riature of morality and its funcition of social control. 

II. The study will analyse the language in which the judgements of moral 

obligations are expressed, especially the 'ought'-language. Further the essential 

nature and meaning of moral obligation can not be known completely unless 

we also know its ground. Hence, the importance of enquiry into the nature of 

the ultimate ground of moral obligation. The proposed study will therefore, 

attempt ot answer the following questions regarding the concept of moral 

obligation : 

(a) What is the essential nature of the concept of moral obligation? 

(b) What is essential nature and funciton of the language of moral 

obligation? 

In connection with the question (a), it also attempts to know-

(a1) the 'morality' of moral obligation distinguishing itftom non-moral obligation; 

(a2) the structure of the concept of moral obligation. 

The method of the proposed enquiry shall be that of analytical philosophy. 

But it would be supplemented by the synthetic, the critical and the constructive 

method. The method ofthe proposed thesis may be described as both normative 

and meta-ethical. 
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Ill. Since the first World War philosophy in the West has taken a linguistic 

turn.The logical positivist ~ccount of moral language as something non-cognitive 

and non-propositional did not hold its sway. With Stevenson the emotive theory 

of eithics came to be formulated in greater detail and thoroughness. Moral 

language has been shown to be emotive in the sense that it seeks to change 

the hearer's attitude in the face of commonly agreed facts. In the meantime the 

game view of language came to be proposed by the later Wittgenstien. It 

became very influential in analysing moral language in the hands of Richard 

Hare. He combines the insight suggested by Moore that moral predicates are 

such that the descriptivist programme of reducing moral judgement into 

judgement of fact is primarily misconcieved. 

Going a little further back the concept of moral obligation may be said to 

hqve started with Kant and then it was taken over by the Intuitionists like 

Prichard and Ross. 

Recent studies of moral language by Carl Wellman (The Language of 

Ethics), Wills Moore (The Language of Values), Allen Gewirth (Metaethics 

and Normative Ethics), Blanshard (Reason and Goodness) and Paul Taylor 

(Normative Discourse), etc. deserve mention so that of all ethical terms the 

concept of 'ought' needs to be understood, differently from these of 'good' and 

'right'. It is the uniqueness of the concept of ought that the present thesis has 

sought to establish, and consequently that the language of obligation can not 

be subsumed under the linguistic schema for 'good' or 'right'. 

[iii] 
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INTRODUCTION 

"What is action? What is inaction?- as to this even the wise are bewildered. 

I will declare to the what action is, knowing which thou shalt bedelivered from 

evil." 

(Bhagavadgita : IV.16) 

1. Background : 

The central problem of moral life is embodied in the question - "What I 

ought to do?" To answer this question adequately is the principal task of Moral 

Philosophy. This question, however, is not a simple as it appears to be, since 

to answer it, we have also to answer another equally important question, "Why 

should I do what I ought to do?" To make this implied question explicit, we may 

put the question thus-"What I ought to do and why ?" 

Now, even a casual glance at the History of Moral Philosophy is sufficient 

to show that this question has been answered in a variety of ways by different 

eminent thinkers. The variety of answers is so enormous that it completely 

precludes the possibility of a single unanimous answer altogether. The main 

moral concepts in terms of which these answers have been given are 'good', 

right and' ought' or 'obligation'. The answers or views are broadly divided into 

two groups which are generally described as 'teleological' and 'denotological', 

and which are supposed to be opposed to each other. ·While thinking of these 

theories and their diversity one becomes deeply aware of the right complexity 

of man's. moral life that is revealed by the elements of truth contained in them. 

At the same time, one also becomes painfully aware of the 'exclusive' nature of 

these theories which prevents each one of them from recognizing the elements 

of truth in all others. It is this 'exclusivenes' which needs reconsideration because 

it is at the root of the diversity of moral theories proposing different answers to 

the central moral question stated above. 
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The present study is a modest attempt at such a reconsideration with 

special reference to the concept of moral obligation. It is promoted by a firm 

belief in the possibility of an all-comprehensive, unified view of moral life that 

would include the elements of truth embodied in the various moral theories and 

present it, consistently, in the wider context of life and reality. This belief, 

however, is not without foundation; it is based on the fact that the moral life is 

one though its interpretations are many, that it has unity of purpose though 

diversity of expressions. It is, therefore, possible to harmonize the many into 

the one, the diversity into the unity, at the same time doing justice to the many 

or the diversity. In my case, this belief was strengthened by my study of Indian 

Philosophy, especially, the Advaita Vedanta System and the Bhagavadgita. It 

will be seen from the conclusions of the present study that this belief is justified. 

I would like to emphasize, in this connection, that while constructing a 

moral theory we must take into account the fact that the hidden significance of 

moral life is revealed only when we view it in the wider context of life and 

reality, since moral life of man is not a rivulet flowing apart from the main stream 

of his life, but forms its under-current. On the other hand, this fact also brings 

out the importance of a 'value approach to Reality'. Reality is not merely a · 

metaphysical entity that is devoid of any connection with life, it in fact, lives and 

manifests itself in and through the various aspects of man's life. From this point 

of view, it becomes not only important, but also necessary, to_ take a value

approach to Reality in order to bring out its essential nature, as also its vital 

connection with human life. It is not necessary to develop this point. I have 

referred to it here only to bring out the possibility of an important bearing of a 

moral theory on a theory of Reality. It is because of this fact that the theory 

which our study has resulted in, has certain important implications for 

. Metaphysics as stated in the concluding chapter. All this goes to show that 

'analysis' alone is not enough; a synthetic and constructive approach, is, perhaps, 

even more essential for arriving at a final view of man's complex moral life. 

2. Necessity of the Study 

As regards the specific nature of the present study, it may be said that it 

attempts to investigate the essential nature of the concept of moral obligation 
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in as detailed a manner as possible. As for the selectio of 'Moral Obligation' as 

the problem of this study, the chief consideration governing it has been that, 

the concept of moral obligatin, at least in my view, occupies, a key-position in 

the whole universe of moral discourse because of its distinctively peculiar nature. 

There are, no doubt, other important moral concepts like 'good' and 'right' in 

terms of which moral life can be explained. But the peculiarity of the concept of 

moral obligation is that its study involved such a picturusque variety of 

considerations as is not generally involved in the study of other concepts. It is 

because of this complexity that it touches all the significant aspects of moral life 

and, in fact, involves a necessary reference to the concepts of 'good' and 'right' 

themselves. The central importance of the concept of moral obligation is clearly 

brought out by the following considerations : 

Firstly, it has practical as well as theoretical significance. No other concept 

is so directly practical. We saw above that the central moral question is

"What I ought to do ? and why?" It is obvious that this question is directly about 

'moral obligation' and its 'ground'. Thus, it forms the link between 'theory' and 

'practice'. Secondly, it involves both deontological and teleological 

considerations. The concept of 'obligation' as such is deontological in nature 

while its 'ground' brings in teleology. In the same way, thirdly, it brings together 

'reason' and 'desire' in the form of 'objective binding' and 'satisfaction', or 'right' 

and 'good'. Again, it is through the concept of moral obligation that the 'ideal' 

governs the 'actual', the 'value' the 'fact', and the 'higher self the 'lower self, if 

we may say so. The 'sense of moral obligation has very important bearing on 

other related studies of human life, such as social and political philosophy, 

philosophy of religion etc. Lastly, it is through the concept of moral obligation 

that we clearly know the social nature of morality and its function of social 

·control. Thus, it may be said that the concept of moral obligation is central to all 

moral though as it is the meeting point of such dualities as- deontology and 

teleology, right and good, reason and desire, ideal and actual- and has, further, 

practical as well as theoretical significance, An inquiry, therefore, into the 

essential nature of this concept is a necessity. 

3. Statement of the Problem : 

As said above, the central purpose of this study is to make an investigation 
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into the essential nature of the Concept of Moral Obligation. To this end, it is 

helpful, and in fact necessary, to analyse the language in which the judgements 

of moral obligation are expressed, especially the ought-language. Further, the 

essential nature and meaning of moral obligation can not be known completely 

unless we also know its ground. Hence the ~ecessity of inquiring into the nature 

of the ultimate ground of moral obligation. This study, therefore, attempts to 

answer the following important questions regarding the concept of moral 

obligation : 

(a) What is the essential nature of the concept of moral obligation ? and 

(b) What is the essential nature and function of the language of moral 

obligation? 

In connection with the question (a), it also attempts to know

(a-1) the 'morality' of moral obligation distinguishing it from non-moral 

obligations; 

(a-2) the structure of the concept of moral obligation. In fine, an attempt is 

also made to bring out the implications of this study for the related 

disciplines like Social and Political Philosophy, Philosophy of Religion, 

Axiology and Metaphysics. 

4. Method 

I have referred above to the fact that the general approach as well as 

method of recent moral thought is analytical in nature. Analytical Philosophy 

·seems to be the dominant trend of to-day. There is no doubt as to the importance, 

and necessity, of this approach to a phillisophical problem for its clearer 

understanding. But, I am convinced, after careful consideration, that 'analysis' 

alone is, at best, insufficient to yield a complete and satisfactory solution of a 

problem; in certain cases, it is even inadequate. Along with 'analysis', one must 

also use such other methods as are necessary for arriving at a systematic, 

complete and comprehensive solution of the problem under consideration. From 

this point of view, the synthetic, the critical and the constructive methods are as 

important and necessary as the method of analysis. 
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In the present study, therefore, I have employed all these methods 

depending on the requirements of treatment of various topics. For example, 

while discussing the nature of the concept, the language and the structure or 

moral obligation, I have used the analytical method resulting in the conceptual, 

the linguistic and the structural analysis respectively. Again, while considering 

the various theories, other than the proposed one, I have used the critical method. 

And, while formulating my own views and constructing them into the theory of 

moral obligation proposed here, I have used the constructive method and have 

tried to effect a creative synthesis of the elements of truth, contained in other 

theories, into a single comprehensive theory. Thus, the 'method' followed in 

this study may be described as analytic, synthetic, critical and constructive. 

Technically, it is both normative and meta-ethical. 

5. Approach 

I may admit frinkly that my approach to the problem of this study is 

influenced by what may be called the Hindu outlook on life as revealed through 

such concepts as Dharma, Purusartha, Niskama Karma, Samatva, Moksa and 

so on. _Moral life in general, and moral obligation in particular, is not looked 

upon, here as an isolated and independent phenomenon to be studied merely 

for the satisfaction of intellectual curiocity. It is a part, and in a sense and aspect, 

of human life as a whole, and, as such, is to be studied in its wider context; only 

then can moral philosophy have any significance and meaning for life. This 

means that the individual (personal) and social aspects of man's life, though 

distinguishable, cannot be seperated. Both are the expressions of the same 

life-urge and are equally natural to man. Accordingly, man is viewed here, not 

as a_ merely psychological or a merely social being, but is a psycho-social being . 

. On the whole, I tend to think that morality is neither a capricious or arbitrary 

binding forcing individuals to live an 'unauthentic existence' as the existentialists 

would say, nor a mere organized institution serving as an instrument in the 

hands of society of control them, keep them under subjection and use them for 

its own end. It is the general tone or quality of human behaviour resulting 

inevitably from man's pursuit of the 'Ideal of Life', or his request after perfection. 

It at once answers man's both individual and social aspirations which, perhaps, 

are not different. This means that morality is not an externally imposed binding, 
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but is grounded in man's nature itself. Further, morality is not an end_in itself 

'out the minimum of man's higher spiritual life which forms its culmination. For 

the final explanation, therefore, of man's complex moral life, one has to turn to 

the spiritual nature of man. The present s~udy, thus; tries to explain the essential 

nature of the concept of moral obligation in the light of the spiritual outlook on 

life. 

I may, in fine, point out certain features of this study that may prove to be 

of some significance for Moral Philosophy. Firstly, the 'emphasis analysis, used 

in this study while analysing the ought-sentences gives a new dimension to the 

method of linguistic analysis itself. Secondly, the 'obligative theory' of the 

language of moral obligation and the 'demand theory' of its nature and meaning, 

try give a fresh interpretation of the concept of moral obligation. Thirdly, the 

structural analysis, as attempted here, is intended to bring out and explain the 

complex nature of moral ~bligation. 

It is indeed very difficult, as the quotation from the Gita given in the 

beginning states, to know' what is action and what is inaction. Yes, one must 

make an attempt to attain this knowledge as, without it, there is no 'deliverance 

. from evil'. The present study ventures to make such an attempt in its own modest · 

way. 

[6] 
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CHAPTER- I 

THE BACKGROUND 

1. Nature of Language 

2. Moral Language and the Language of Moral Obligation. 

3. Nature and function of Linguistic Analysis 

4. Importance and Limitatins of Linguistic Analysis. 

5. The Problem and the Plan of Treatment 

1. Nature of Language 

For a fruitful discussion of the nature and function of the language of 

moral obligation, a broad understanding of language as such is essential. It is, 

therefore, proposed to discuss, here, in brief, the basic nature of language to 

enable us to grasp the distinctive nature and function of moral language in 

general and the language ofmoral obligation in particular. 

As Spair says, "Language is a purely human and non-instinctive method 

of communicating ideas, emotions, desires by means of a system of voluntarily 

produced symbols"1. This definition rejects naturalistic approach to language 

and emphasizes expression and communication as the chief functions of 

language. It is critized by the Laguna2 from a psychologist's point of view. But 

we should consider language, not from a psychologist's but from a linguist's 

point of view. Considering it as such, Urban3 gives three basic characteristics of 

language, which tan be formulated into three specific problems of a philosophy 

of language. They are (a) language is a bearer of meaning; (b) language is a 

medium of communication; and.(c) language is a sign or symbol of reality. Any 

kind of language, moral language for example, does have in one form or the 

other, these basic characteristics and can be studied from those angles. 

1. Spair, Edward, Language :An Introduction to the Study of Speech. p.8. 

2. Speech : Its Function and Development, p. 4 

3. Urban, W.M. : Language and Reality, p. 67 
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The nature of language according to Wittagenstein is summed up by Taylor4 

in two statements (a) a language is a set of social practices; (b) a language is a 

set of instruments. 

Wittgenstein's theory of language, like Spair's stresses creativity and 

conventionality as against naturality. For him, to invent a language is "to invent 

an instrument for a particular purpose on the basis of the law of nature"5• 

Language being, a social institution, to imagine a language is to imagine a form 

of life. Language is. a system of sensibly perceptible signs having semantical 

and syntactical strucures; and it is we who make these propositional signs with 

a definite purpose. It is the use or practice that is important in determining the 

meaning. As he says, "For a large class of cases-though ·not for all-in which we 

employ the word 'meaning it can be defined thus; the meaning of a word is its 

use in the language. And the meaning of a name is sometimes explained by 

pointing to its bearer"6
• This may· be called 'usage theory' following A. 

Pamapatathy Rao.7 

Add to this the game-view of language along with its rules, and the picture 

is complete. The rules of a system of language are its grammar determining its 

semantic and syntactic structures. They are dynamic, and change with our 

purposes in using a language. There is no one single purpose served by 

language as a whole. Forevery pratice of language, there is a point or purpose. 

In short, "a language is set of p_ractices. defined by certain rules, namely, the 

rules which govern all the various uses of words in the language."6 Further 

these words and sentences are instrumental and have many purposes to serve 

like ordering, describing, asking, reporting etc. 

To sum up, it may be said, that language is a meaningful medium of 

communicating reality. It is conventional and is gove~ned by certain rules 

regarding its structures corresponding to the various uses to which it is put. Its 

grammar or logic is dynamic and changes with the purpose it serves or the 

function it performs. 

4. . Taylor, Paul W. : Normative Discourse, p 265. 
5. Investigations, Part I, 492. 
6. Ibid, I, 43 
7. A Survey of Wittgenstein's Theory of Meaning, p 58. 
8. Taylor-Op cit. p. 275. 
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In the light of this broad characterization of language, we may view the 

nature of the language of mora~ obligation. But, before we do that, it is necessary 

to distinguish between Moral language in general and tl:le language of Moral 

Obligation in particular and to determine the place of the later in the setting of 

the former. 

2. Moral Language and the Language of Moral Obligation 

Broadly speaking, moral language is the one in which we carry on moral 

discourse and express our moral experiences. Moral discourse is mainly 

normative in kind and actually expre$ses the judgements regarding moral 

actions-decision, feelings and beliefs of which the moral life of man is made. It 

also gives reasons for those judgements. As Taylor says, "Moral discourse ... 

includes all the manifold ways in which we express to others or to ourselves· 

our moral judgements, decisions, attitudes and beliefs. It also includes any 

reasons we might give to justify them to others or to ourselves."9 Such a discourse 

covers and enormous variety of uses of language. Taylor enumerates a few. 

typical uses as-exclamation of shock orindignation; admitting or acknowledgeing 

responsibility; expressing remorse or guilty; blaming or praising; criticizing 

motives; appraising conduct; prescribing an act to some one; uttering a decision 

or making up one's mind; admonishing or reproving someone; asking moral 

questions; deliberating; and stating a general rule or resolving to follow one. It 

will be clear from this·that the scope of moral language is really very wide. 

Thus the functions performed by moral language are varied. The language 

in which we express evaluations, prescribe acts, and give reasons for or against 

evaluations and prescriptions is normative language. There are three key 

concepts of normative discourse, viz., 'good.' 'right', and 'ought'. Of these, good 

and 'right' are evaluative terms and 'ought' is the basic prescriptive term. As 

Wellman says," ... an ethical sentence is any sentence which states either a 

9. Taylor, Paul W (ed.): The Moral Judgement Introduction p. X. 
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judgement of value or a judgement of obligation."1° For Hare, "The language of 

morals is one sort of prescriptive language."11 

From a close study of moral discourse and the history of moral philosophy 

it becomes clear that the key moral concepts are good, right and obligation or 

ought. There are many other concepts such as value, ideal, duty, law, authority, 

freedom etc. which are involved in the study of the first three. It should however, 

be remembered that all these concepts have non-moral as well as moral uses, 

and it is a task of moral philosophy to determine their morality, to state under 

what conditions the judgements involving these concepts are moral. 

· Some of the questions that, arise are-Can a single theory of moral language 

explain adequately all these concepts ? Or, do they need more theories to 

explain them? If yes, how are they inter-related? The-variety of the theories of 

mo.ral language can be traced to the variety of basic moral concepts and the 

variety of uses their languages are put to. They show how variously moral 

language can be used, in different moral situations, with the help of different 

moral concepts or of different uses of the same moral concept. However, though 

the same moral concept can be used to perform many functions depending on 

situations or contexts, this does no mean that the concept cannot have a definite 

meaning, which is central to it. 

Let us look at the various theories of moral language in order to get a 

-clear picture of the functions it performs. According to descriptivism, ethical 

sente.nces have descriptive meaning. They state or describe moral facts whether 

natural, as naturalism holds, or non-natural as Intuitionism holds. As Newell

Smith puts it."the truth or falsity", on this view, "of an opinion depends wholly on 

what the facts are, not on whether any one holds it."12 According to Evaluative 

theory, the function of the ethical sentences is to evaluate objects, persons, 

situations, attitudes etc. The moral terms 'good' and 'right', are evaluative terms. 

Moral judgements are value judgements. According to Kant, on the other hand. 

Moral Law is supreme and all the moral judgements are its applications, they 

10. Wellman, Carl : The Language of Ethics, lntro pp 8-9. 

11. Hare R.M. : The Language of Morals, p. 1. · 

12. Ethics, p.260 
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are the commands of reason. In the religious view of morality, the moral rules 

are the divine commandments' and all the moral judgements are their particular 

applications. For Emotivism on the other ha~d. ethical sentences have only 

emotive meaning, thaf is, thefr function is to create an affective influence, to 

recommend something for approval or disapproval. As Tomas puts it, they "are 

used more for encouraging altering or redirecting people's aims and conduct 

than for simply describing them"13
• According to Hare, 14 however, ·moral language 

is prescriptive. Urmson15 urges that its function is to grade. Other functions 

ascribed by various thinkers to moral language are guiding, recommending, 

pursuading and so on. We shall discuss the important theories of moral language 

in due course. Here we want only to point out the variety of functions that moral 

language is said to perform, and consequently, the complexity of the nature of 

moral language, by just referring to the various theories. 

The expression' Language of moral obligation' has a two-fold meaning. In 

a broader sense, it includes the whole discourse of and about moral obligation, 

that is, the whole obligation-discourse, including sentences expressing the 

judgements of moral obligation as also the reasons or arguments to justify them. 

In a restricted sense, it includes only the former; that is the sentences expressing 

the judgements of moral obligation. For the purpose of the present study, we 

shall use it only in the restricted sense. The common obligative term are 

'obligation', 'obligatory', 'duty' and 'ought'. The language using them is called 

the 'ought-language'. Obligation' and 'duty' are nouns; 'obligatory' is an adjective 

and 'ought' is an auxiliary verb. 'Ought' is a more significant and popular term in 

the discourse of moral obligation. That is why moral obligations are generally 

expressed in terms of 'ought'. The basic concept of the language of moral 
•' . 

obligation is, ~hus, 'obligation' or 'ought'. · 

Besides this, as we know there are other, at least two concepts which are 

basic to moral language in general, namely 'good' and 'right'. These words may 

be called evaluative. Almost all the writers on this topic have characterized 

13. Tomas,Vincent: "Ethical Disagreements and the Emotive Theory of Value", Mind, 1951, 

p.205. 

14. Op. cit., Ch. 1. 

15. Urmson, J.O.: "On Grading", Mind, 1950. 
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'ought' as prescriptive. But I think that the complete meaning of 'ought' is not 

exhausted by calling it prescriptive. As 'ought' has its own separate individuality, 

I prefer_~q call it simply 'obligative', and it is the purpose of this part of our study 
- -

to formulate a theory of the obligative language. Thus, within the moral discourse 

can be distinguished at least two realms, the evaluative, using the words' good' 

and 'right', and the obligative, commonly called the prescriptive, using the word' 

obligation'. or 'ought', It is logically conceivable, therefore, that what holds goods 

of the one need not necessarily hold good of the other. Hence the importance 

of the distinction between moral language in general and the language of moral 

obligation in particular. To accept the distinction between 'good', right and 'ought' 

is not, however, to reject their intimate interrelation. May be, that they are even 

interdependent. What kind of inter relation or inter dependence exists among 

them can not be extactly stated unless and until all the three concepts are 

thoroughly discussed. 

Thus, the language of moral onligation is only a part of moral language in 

general and therefore, has only a limited scope. The concept of moral obligation 

is certainly.very important, as it brings out clearly the practical nature of moral 

life, experience and discourse. None the less, being only a part, it does not 

exhaust the whole of moral life and discourse. The same applies to its language. 

The difference be tween our theory and other theories will be precisely this : 

while ours will be a particular theory of the language of moral obligation, other 

theories like prescriptivism, emotivisim, etc. are general ones of moral language 

as such, without distinguishing between the languages of 'good', 'right' and 

obligatory' so to say. The concepts being different their languages are bound to 

be so, though, not without intimate interrelations or mutual implications. This 

study, while describing the ·nature and function of the language of moral 

obligation, will, I hope, throw some light on the nature of other moral concepts 

like 'goods', 'right', virtue'. etc. and bring out also the complex nature of the 

structure of moral language and the variety of its referents. 

3. Nature and Function of Linguistic Analysis 

A few words regarding the nature, importance and also limitation of the 

analytical approach in Ethics will be in order. 'Lignuistic Analysis' seems to be 

the watchword of recent philosophical writings. Accordingly, a large bulk of 
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ethical writings is devoted to the analysis of ethical terms, sentences, arguments 

and so on. What is aimed at in this pursuit of .the analysis of languages is 

'clarification of concepts', 16 arid the explanation of how a language operates 

within the context which-includes its referent and its users. It tries to tell us what 

sentences mean in their contexts. 17 As Stevenson says, "its first object is to 

clarify the meaning of the ethical terms."18 A linguistic analyst, tries to distinguish 

the language he studies from other languages. He further clarifies the internal 

distinctions and determines the logic of its behaviour assigning it its proper 

function. In fact these writers consider this to be the sole task of Ethics. Hare, 

for example says, "Ethics, as I conceive it, is the logical study of the language 

of moral."19 

The aim of this kind of study is purely theoretical. It has received the 

significant name of 'meta-ethics' as distinct from 'normative ethics', which 

-provides 'object language' for the former. Stevenson calls it 'analytical' ethics.20 

Its purpose is not to provide moral guides to conduct; its subject matter is the 

whole 'universe', of moral discours~. concerning which it asks 'three sorts of 

questions: questions about meaning, questions about truth, and questions about 

method."21 As such, logically, meta-ethics precedes normative ethics, because 

normative ethics presupposes definite answers to these questions, but does 

explicity deal with them. 

But, not all writers are in favour or a sharp distinction between meta

ethics and normative ethics, leave aside the reduction of moral philosophy to 

meta ethics. We need not enter the controvery on this issue. And yet, we must 

have a clear notion of the nature and status of linguistic Analysis constituting 

meta-ethics. Gewirth devotes a full article to this problem. Meta-ethics according 

to him," consists in logical analysis of the meanings of ethical predicates and of 

the methods ·of supporting the judgements.22 After discussing the pros and 

16. Moore, Willis: "The Language of Values' in Leply (ed) Language of Value, p. 9. 

17. Wellman: Op. cit., p.2 

18. Stevenson, C.L. : Ethics and Language, p.1 

19. Hare: Op. Cit., Preface, P.V. 

20. Stevenson, C.L.; Facts and Va/uespreface, p. VIII 

21. Taylor, P.W. (ed): Op.cit, introduction, XIV. 

22. Gewirth A.: "Meta-ethics and Normative ethics".Mind, 1960, p. 187. 
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cons of the problem of relation between the two, he concludes that there are 

some important situations in which, and points of view from which, the tasks of 

normative ethics and meta-ethics are not distinguishable.23 As Balanshard24 

says, it is not true to say that rtleta ethics has no ethical implications and may 

be discussed in a logical vacum, antiseptic to moral commitments. 

Adams25 holds the same view but for a reason of his own. For him, it is 

misleading to hold, as BrandF6 and Hospers27 have done, that normative ethics 

and meta-ethics are two distinct divisions of the same subject. According to 

Adams, they are not distinct branches having different subject matters. "The 

difference lies in method and style rather than subject matter."28 He has 

endeavoured to show that the classical moral principles can be translated into 

meta-ethical theories. 29 

The identification of philosophy with linguistic analysis as suggested by 

the 'left wing' logical positivists, to use Copleston's phrase, is subjected to still 

server criticism by certain writers. This criticism mainly points out the glaring 

drawback and limitations of the one-sided approach of linguistic analysis which . . 

is only a useful method and nothing more. Blanshard30 in a mild way and A. 

Laxman Rao31 in a more aggressive way do the same. 

So far as the nature and function of Linguistic Analysis is concerned, we 

can say that, it is a methodology developed into a science in its own right. 32 Its 

23. Ibid, p. 205, 

24. Blanshard, Brand : Reason and Goodness, p. 263. . 

25. · Adams, E.M.: Classical Moral Philosophy and Meta-ethics, Ethics (1963-1964), p. 97. 

26. Ethical Theory. 

27. Human Conduct. 

28 .... Ibid, p. 97 

29. Ibid, p. 99. 

· 30. · Op. cit, pp. 262-265. 

31. "Metaphysics and Linguistic Analysis", Philosophical Quarterly (1958) 

32. Rickman, H.P. : "Lingustic Analysis is distinct from the sociology or psychology of 

commu~ication. jt has its distinct subject matter which is the meaning o.f language and its distinct 

method which is analysis and not social survey. (Linguistic Analysis and Moral Statements: · 

Philosophy, 1954, p. 124. ). 
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> . 
function is to study the logic of a language including terms sentences and 

arguments, with a view to clarify definite meanings in the various contexts and 

to enable us to understand how language assumes different logical structures 

and behaves according to the various purposes it is made to serve. 

4. Importance and Limitations of Linguistic Analysis 

As said earlier, linguistic analysis aims at 'Clarification of concepts', which 

is indispensable to any study whatsoever. Man is what he is because of 

language. Life is meaningful because of language as, "the meaning of life can 

neither be apprehended nor expressed except in language of some kind"33 In 

very real sense the limits of my language well made. Language is the only 

articulate medium through which experiences and thoughts are verbally, 

symbolically communicated to others. Words are verbal symbols meant to 

express more basic non-verbal experiences, moral experiences among them. 

To understand clearly the experiences behind the symbols, it is inevitable that 

the symbols themselves must be clear ehough; otherwise they may lead us 

astray in our understanding of them. Of course, the confused meanig is not the 

result of bad choice of symbols alone; may be that the experience itself is 

confused. But here also we expect a symbol to a state faithfully what it represents 

or expresses. What I want to say is that a through analysis of the language in 

which the concept which we want to study is expressed, is inevitable for the 

proper understanding of the concept itself, and of the basic experience it 

expresses. Linguistic analysis, therefore, is a very important34 , nay, indispensable 

instrument for understanding the concept especially so far as its linguistic 

experssion is concerned. We cannot, without harming the clarity and 

completensess of knowledge, entirely do away with 'linguistic analysis'. We 

may or may not like it; but it will not be wise to disregard the advantage this 

'new approach' offers. Our philosophical discussion will remain incomplete 

without it. It should also be noted, in this connection, that only the_ exclusive 

emphasis on linguistic analysis is new, not the basic approach itself. 'Clarification 

of concepts' has been one of the main tasks of philosophers right from Socrates. 

33. 

34. 

Urban : Op. cit, p. 21. 

Wellman: Op. Cit., Introduction, sec. 3. 126690 

,: 1 0 AUG 1991 
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What is generally objected to and rightly, I think is precisely the exclusive 

emphasis on it. The methodological importance of this approach is accepted 

even by those who severly criticize it. But they accept it only as a means to the 

understanding of reality which is the end. Indian thinkers also have done the 

same thing. 35 

Even after granting the importance or even indispensability of linguistic 

analysis for the understanding of a concept, that of moral obligation, in the 

present case, we have also to be aware of its limitation to yield a thorough and 

complete knowledge by itself. We have to remember that linguistic analysis is 

not the only and sufficient instrument of complete knowledge. Even on the 

basis of the general theory of language that we outlined before, it cannot be its 

own end. Since language refers to relality and is only an instrument of 

communication about it, the aim of any study-even that of language, can only 

be the 'knowledge of reality.' 'Studyof language' can be only a part of the means 

to it. Taken with its complementary means it is certainly a force; but taken by 

itself it suffers from serious limitations which we shall now consider briefly. 

Though it is true that philosophy involves linguistic analysis, it is not true 

that all philosophical problems are only problems of language, a claim put forth 

by the linguistic analysis. We have to accept what Hall36 calls lingua-centric 

predicament' in so far as our thoughts are fundamentally connected with the 

forms of language. But that does not mean that philosophy is only the logic of 

language. The most serious difficulty in the study of language is that of infinite 

regress. Any language can be an object language requiring a higher order 

meta-language and this may continue ad infinitum. On the other hand, if we 

want to avoid mere verbality and go deep into reality, we have to admit that 

analysis of 'language' alone cannot yield reality since it is apt to decive us in 

many ways. As Blanshard points out, the actural usage or words, if taken as 

guide, may prove to be "inadequate, erroneous and contradictory."37 Further, 

35. A. Lakshmana Rao: Metaphysics and Linguistic Analysis". Philosophical Quarterly. (1958) 

p. 259, 262, 264. 

36. What is Value? 

37. Reason and Goodness, p. 264. 
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"in conceptual analysis language must follow the distinctions of thought, not 

thought the set of labels that language happens to provide."38 

The limitation from which any linguistic analysis-suffers may be seen to be 

three-fold. Firstly, though the moral experiences can be said to be universal, 

· the many particular human languages in which they are stated may use different 

symbols emphasizing different shades of those experiences; and therefore, 

the study of any one such language may not give us the entire moral experience. 

It is in this situation that Ladd's39 suggestion that a cross-cultural study of ethical 

utterences is necessary, becomes significant. Secondly, a language may fall 

short of completely adequate expression of the experience which it is meant to 

express. It may be unable to express certain elements in the moral experience 

which are very important. In other words, the reality, moral experience in the 

present case, may not be completely exhausted by its linguistic expression. 

This we may call its limitation of ommission. And thirdly, a language may give 

us a distorted picture of the original experience and mislead us in what it 

expresses. This is its limitation of 'commission'. 

5. The Problem and the Plan of Treatment 

Further, as Rickman says, if linguistic analysis is piecemeal, it become 

discursive and collection of trivial anecdotes and confuses linguistic, 

psychological and sociological reflections. Therefore, he says, "What is required 

is a positive and systematic approach squarely placed within the frame work of 

a general theory of language as an instrument for the expression of meaning."40 

Again, while carrying on linguistic analysis, we must avoid the confusion 

between the purposes of people using language and the function of statements. 

For example, such confusion can be seen in Stevenson's definition of meaning 

as "the disposition of a sign to evoke certain sorts of psychological responses."41 

It is also necessary to separated the references in the first and the third persons, 

that is, agent and assessor, as Hems points out. He thinks that this confusion 

38. Loc. cit. 

39. The Structure of a Moral Code, p. 31 

40. Rickman Op. cit, p. 122. 

41. ·Paraphased by Moore, Mind, 51. 
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has created mny problms like 'subjective and objective right' in the deontologists, 

'confusion of factual and propositional references in the analysts, 'feeling of 

ought and ought' in Hare and so on. As he says, "We cannot regard ourselves 

at once and the same time as assessor and agent in respect of one and the 

same action."42 The reflection which is required in order to distinguish between 

assessor and agent must also be invoked if we are to distinguish between 

analyst and proposer. Only thus are we enabled to keep out references clear 

and consistent, be they propositional or factual. 

The upshot of the above discussion is that the approach and methodology 

of linguistic analysis is certainly essential to any thorough study, but it has also 

its limitation. Bearing this limitation in mind, we h·ave to attempt an analysis of 

the language of moral obligation for what it is worth and for what light it throws 

on the nature of the concept of moral obligation. Before I conclude, I have to 

state that this study. of the language of moral obligation assumes, as Willis 

Moore does, "the actuality of a value situation that is both chronologically prior 

to and logically independent of the use of language of any kind."43 

42. Hems J.M.: "Reflecting on Morals", Philosophy' Mind, 1956, p. 99 and 110 

43. Moore, Willis: Op. cit. p. 9. 
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CHAPTER- II 

ANALYSIS OF OUGHT -SENTENCES 

1. Importance of ought-Language 

2. Classification of Ought-sentences 

3. Analysis of Particular Ante-eventum Ought-Sentences 

4. Analysis of Particular Post-evantum Ought-Sentences 

5. Analysis of Universal Ought-Sentences 

6. Conclusion. 

(a) Various Functions enlisted 

(b) The Essential Function: Obligative 

(c) Its Relation to other Functions 

7. Specification of the Obligative Function. 

1. Importance of Ought-Language 

The Judgements of moral obligation can be expressed in a variety of 

linguistic forms, such as ones using 'obligatoriness', 'being under obligation' 

and so on. For example, 'X is under obligation to do Y' or 'Y is obligatory for X 

to do' or again, 'It is the duty of X to do Y' and so on. The same judgement is 

more conveniently expressed in an ought-sentence, as 'X ought to do Y'. The 

obligative meaning of all these forms of sentences is the same. Among them, 

however, the ought form is more convenient and, in a way, more significant 

also, as firstly, it expresses obligation without using the word 'obligare' or its 

other derivatives; secondly, it is an ·auxilliary verb emphasizing 'action', and 

lastly, it has a force which is charactertic of moral obligation. Furthermore, the 

ought sentences are more conveniently and meaningfully analysable than other 
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obligative sentences. This point will be amply borne out by the analysis 

undertaken here. Hence, the sentences, expressing the judgements of moral 

obligation, which we propose to analyse, will be the ought-sentences. Again it 

is needless to say that the 'ought' used in these sentences is strictly 'moral 

ought' and not, any of the non-moral oughts, and that the moral-oug~t sentences 

express, completely and significantly, the judgements of moral obligation. 1 

2. Classification of Ought-Sentences 

Before undertaking the analysis, however, it is necessary to classify the 

various kinds of ought sentences. In this regard, we shall follow the classification 

given by Paul Taylor in his "Normative Discourse."2 It should, however, be 

remembered that we are primarily concerned with the 'ought-to-do' sentences 

and not' ought-to-be-sentences'. We shall have an occasion to refer to this 

distinction at a later stage. Presently, let us have the classification of ought-to

do sentences : 

I. Particular Sentences : 

(A) Anti.:..eventum sentences 

( 1) First Person ('1/We, ought to do X') 

(2) Second Person (You ought to do X') 

(3) Third Person ('He/She/They or those named or described 

in some specific way/ ought to do X'). 

(B) Post-eventum Sentences 

(1) First Person- ('1/We, ought to have done X') 

(2) Second Person ('You ought to have done X') 

(3) Third Person ('He/ She/ They or those named or described 

1. See Taylor, Paul: Normative Discourse: p. 191, "The basic concept of prescriptive discourse 

is ought... .. ". 

2. p. 194. 
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in some specific way/ ought to have done X') 

II. Universal Sentences 

(A) Active ('One ought to do X in circumstances C') 

(B) Passive ('X ought to be done in circumstances C') 

If, however, the.'circumstance' in the universal sentences, are also 

generalized like Agent, th~y will assume the forms -

(A) Active ('One ought to do X'). 

(B) Passive ('X ought to be done') 

Clarifying the criteria of this classification; Taylor distinguishes four aspects 

or elements of any given, ought-sentence as-the Speaker, the Addressee, the 

Agent and the Act. In a particular sentence, the Agent is specified whole in a 

universal sentence the Agent is not specified, but is anyone in the specified 

circumstances. 

If even the circumstances are generalized, then the Agent is anyone 

qualified to be a moral agent. "Whether an ought-sentence is ante-eventum or 

post-eventum depends upon the temporal gap between the act of uttering the 

sentence and the act designated in the sentence."3 If the act of uttering the 

sentence occurs before the act designated in the sentence, the sentence is 

ante-eventum. When the sentence js uttered after the designated act, it is post

eventum. In other words, an ante-eventum ought-sentence is an ought-sentence 

that expresses a moral judgement referring to a future act or an act yet to be 

done; while a post-eventum one is the same but referring to a past act. 

Taylor stops here; but we wil go a bit further and consider even the 

emphasis that may be put either on 'ought' or on 'X' (that is, the Act), as in the 

sentences-

"You ought to do X" and 

"You ought to do X", 

3. Ibid. p. 195. 
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and see what difference it makes to, and what light it throws on, the subtle 

meaning of the sentence and it implicati~ns for the concept of 'ought' or 

'obligation'. As will be evident later on, this emphasis-analysis is of great help in 

determining the exact nature and function of the 'ought' used in these various 

kinds of sentences. 

3. Analysis of Particular Ante-eventum Ought-Sentences 

Let us first consider the Particular ante-eventum ought-sentences : 

Particular Sentences : 

I. Ante-eventum sentences 

(1) First Person- "I ought to do X." 

On analysis, it seems to imply-

(a) X is yet to be done. 

(b) X seems, on reflection, to be the best or the right alternative. 

(c) I shall be open to moral blame if I do not do it; and 

(d) Doing X is demanded of me. 

(A) Considering the emphasis on 'ought', "I ought to do X" expresses 

moral binding, expectation, requirement, demand, and 

(B) Considering the emphasis on X, "I ought to do X" contextually 

implies either 

(a) A stage in the agent's moral deliberation, as Noweii-Smith4 says, 

or 

4. Ethics, p. 261. 

[22] 



(b) the final decision of the agent to do X. 

(2) Second Person- "You ought to do X". 

On analysis, it seems to imply, as above, 

(a) X is yet to be done. 

(b) X seems, on reflection, to be the best or the right alternative. 

(c) You will be open to moral blame if you do not do it, and 

(d) Doing X is demanded of you. 

(A) Considering the emphasis on 'ought', "You ought to do X" expresses moral 

binding, requirement, expectation or demand,and 

(B) Considering the emphasis on 'X', "You ought to do X" contextualy implies 

advice, guidance, recommendation or prescription. 

(3) Third Person- "He ought to do X" also on analysis seems to imply as 

above. 

(a) X is yet to be done. 

(b) X seems, on reflection, to be the best or the right alternative. 

(c) He will be open to moral blame if he does not do it, and 

(d) Doing X is demanded of him. 

(A) Considering the emphasis on 'ought' "He ought to do X" expresses moral 

binding requirement, expection or demand, and 

(B) Considering the emphasis on 'X', "He ought to do X" contextually implies 

(a) Indirect advice, recommendation, guidance or prescription, and 
also· 

(b) Moral demand, expectation, requirement or binding. 

The same analysis applies, mutatis mutandis, to their negative forms. 

From this analysis of the ante-eventum ought-sentences, it will be seen that in 
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all the three persons, first, second, third, an ought-sentence has ordinarily four 

fold implications, out ofthem (a) is a factual implication, (c) is a social implication 

in relation to morality and (b) and (d) are value implications. Out of (b) and (d) 

again, (b) expresses' obligatoriness', or rather its ground, of the act X, while (d) 

expresses the agent's being under obligation. 

Further in case of the emphasis-analysis of the third person, even the 

emphasis on 'X' implies moral binding or demand and implies advice or guidance 

only indirectly. This is significant. 

4. Analysis of Particular Post-eventum Ought-Sentences 

After, thus considering the particular ante-eventum ought-sentences, we 

now go to discuss th~ particular post-eventum sentences in a similar manner. 

II. Post-eventum sentence 

(1) First person - "I ought to have done X" contextually implies 

that-

(a) I did .not do the act X. 

(b) X was the best or the right act. 

(c) I did wrong in not doing it, as 

(d) It was demanded of me to do it. 

Of these, (a) is a factual implication and (b), (c) and (d) are value 

implications,. Of these value implications, again (b) expresses 'obligatoriness', 

or rather its ground, of the act X, (c) expresses a value judgement on the agent's 

choice or behaviour and (d) expresses the agent's 'being under obligation'. 

The same analysis applies, mutatis mutandis, to its negative form. 

(A) Considering the emphasis on 'ought', "I ought to have done X" 

expresses moral binding, expectation, requirement or demand, and 

(B) Considering the emphasis on 'X', "I ought to have done X" (rather 

than Y-other alternative) has the contextual implication (a) of prefering X to 

other alternative on valuational grounds, and (b) of wrongness of my choice in 
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not doing it. (c) is a stage in the agent's evaluative deliberation of the past act. 

(2) Second Person "You ought to have done X" morally and contextually 

implies, like the above -

(a) You did not do X. 

(b) X was the best or the right act for you to do. 

(c) You did wrong in not doing it, as 

(d) It was demanded of you to do it. 

Of these, (a) is a factual implication and (b), (c), (d) are value- imptications 

of which again, (b) expresses avalue -judgement on the agent's choice or 

behavi~ur and (d) expresses the agent's 'being under obligation'. 

The same analysis applies to its negative form, with necessary cgabges. 

(A) Considering the emphasis on 'ought', "You ought to have done X" 

expresses moral binding, requirement, expectation or demand, and 

(B) Considering the emphasis on 'X' "You ought to have done X" (rather 

than Y) contextually and morally implies (a) X was preferable to other alternatives 

on valuational grounds; (b) Agnet's choice of not doing X was wrong, and (c) 

Further guidance that X should be the agent's choice in similar circumstances. 

(3) Third Person : "He ought to have done X" also morally and 

contextually implies similarly 

(a) He did not do X. 

(b) X was the best or the right act for him to do. 

(c) He did wrong in not doing it, as 

(d) It was demanded of him to do it. 

Of these,as above, (a) is a factual implication, and (b), (c), (d) are value

implications, of which again (b) expresses obligatoriness, or rahter its ground, 

of the act X, (c) expresses a value judgement on the agent's choice or behaviour, 

and (d) expresses the agent's,'being under obligation'. 
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The same analysis,_ mutatis mutandis, applies to its negative form. 

(A) Considering the emphasis on 'ought' "He ought to have done X" 

expresses moral binding, requirement, expectation or demand, and 

(B) Considering the emphasis on 'X' "He ought to have done X" (rather 

than Y) contextually and morally implies (a) X was preferable to other alternatives 

on valuational grounds; (b) Agent's choice of not doing X was wrong, (c) Indirect 

future guidance that X should be the agent's choice in similar circumstances. 

5. Analysis of Universal Ought-Sentences. 

Having discussed the particular ought-sentences of both ante-eventum 

and post-eventum kinds, we now pass on to the discussion of the general or 

the universal ought-sentecnes. 

It will be remembered that the universal ought-sentences are of two kinds, 

depending on their voice, active and passive, for example : 

(A) Active-One ought to do X in circumstance C 

(B) Passive -X ought to be done in circumstance C 

It will be seen that, here only the agent-factor is generalized or 

universalized, and 'act' and 'circumstances' remain specified. It is possible, as 

we have stated already, to generalize even the circumstances and say-

(A) Active - One ought to do X, and 

(B) Passive - X ought to be done. 

These latter forms are of course, more general than the former. In both 

the cases, however, the meaning of both the active and passive sentences is 

the same, only that the passive form refers to agent quite indirectly. The meaning 

of both the active and the passive forms bing the same, the same analysis will 

apply to both of them. 

(1) Now, it is evident that "One ought to do X in circumstances C" is a 

universal sentence that universalizes the agent and specifies the act and the 

circumstances. 
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(2) There are two qualifications contextually implied in this sentence, to 

be satisfied for its actual application -

(a) the agent must be in the circumstances C and 

(b) X must be one of the alternatives open for him. Of course, 'freedom 

of choice' is always presupposed. 

(3) When these are satisfied, the universal ought sentence becomes 

binding on the agent; otherwise, it remains just a general Judgement of moral 

obligation not particularly binding on any body, as a rule of conduct. Such rules 

may be and often are, used to justify particular judgements of moral obligation, 

for example -

'He ought to do X' because 'X ought to be done', But, as we are not 

concerned here with this use of moral rules, we need not dwell on it any longer. 

(4) Such universal ought-sentences as "One ought to do X" express 

what Ross5 calls' prima facie obligations', and the actual duty is determined 

only by the concrete situation itself. 

(5) Further, the universal ought-senteces can be only ante-eventum as 

they mostly function as moral rules, and, moreover, the post-eventum sentences 

always refer to specified moral agents as well as acts and circumstances. 

(6) Again, a universal ought-sentence presupposes the possibility of 

generalization in ethics. Without this possibility, how can we have a universal 

ought-sentence at all? This is a very important implication as the possibility of 

genralization itself, in turn, implies objectivity and consequent rationality in the 

field of moral discourse. 

Now, (A) considering the emphasis on "ought" "One ought to do X" primarily 

expresses moral binding, requirement, expectation or demand. Here, however, 

this binding is in the form of a general demand irrespective of the nature etc. of 

the agent, and if circumstances are also generalized, irrespective of them also. 

Generally, the circumstance~ are specified. But a thinker like Kant would hold 

5. Ross, Sir W.O. Foundations of Ethics, pp. 83-86. 
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that the binding is categorical and irrespective of the nature etc. of both the 

agent and the circumstances. In any case, it expresses moral binding or demand 

in a generalized form. 

(B) Considering the emphasis on 'X', "One ought to do X' also, like the 

particular ought-sentences, implies primarily, the evaluation of 'X' and 

consequently advice, guidance, prescription or recommendation. That is to say, 

it functions as a general ·guidance or prescription based on the evaluation- of 

the aqct 'X'. on which this guidance or prescription is based, involves the 

consideration of the circumstances also, in addition to the intrinsic merit of act. 

6. Conclusion 

We have completed a brief analysis of the various forms of ought

sentences. But even from this brief discussion we can have a very good idea of 

the nature and function of the ought-language. Incidentally, it throws some light 

also on the structure of the concept of moral obligation. From the nature of 

various ought-sentenoes we can discuss, directly, three factors involved in the 

concept of moral obligation, namely. Agent, Act and Circumstances or we may 

call it, situation. A fourth factor is indire?tly referred to, and it is, the Principle of 

binding or evaluation. Thus, from the logical structure of the ought-language 

we get four referents constituting the conceptual structure of moral obligation. 

(a) So far as the nature and function of the language of moral obligation 

are concerned, it becomes very clear, from the above analysis of ought

sentences, that the ought-language performs, in all, the following functions. 

(1) Factually, it states whether the act is done (post-eventum) or is yet 

to be done (ante-eventum). 

(2) It states the conditions moral praise or blame (post-eventum). 

(3) It expresses either a stage in moral deliberation or final decision. 

(Emphasis on 'X' in anti-eventum First Person). 

(4) It expresses positive or negative value-judgement on the act (post

eventum and ante-eventum). 
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(5) It expresses advice, guidance, recommendation or prescription 

(Emphasis on 'X' in ante-eventum including also the universal senteces) and 

(6) It expresses moral binding, expectation, requirement or demand (All 

the forms of ought-sentence, particular and universal; especially the emphasis 

on 'ought' in them). 

(b) The above is a fairly comprehensive picture of the various functions 

the ought-language can and does perform. The most important question before 

us, however, is, what is the essential function of the ought-language from among 

the functions listed above? We shall have to frame some criteria to determine 

it. Since we are out to know the nature and function of 'ought', the first criterion 

would be the emphasis on 'ought' in a sentence. That is to say, only that function 

which we get by emphasing 'ought' in all the ought-sentences, can be said to 

be the proper nature and function of 'ought'. Secondaly, since we want the 

essential function of 'ought' and not any secondary ones, it is obvious that it 

must be expressed, some way or the other, by all the forms of ought-sentences. 

That is, only that functions which is expressed by all the ought-sentences can 

be said to be essential function of the ought-language; as essence can not be 

exempted, it must be present in all the forms. Thus, we have two criteria to 

determine the essential nature and function of the ought-language. The function 

(a) which is expressed by all the .ought-sentences uniformly, and (b) which we 

get by emphasising 'ought' in all the sentences, can be taken to be the essential 

function of the language of moral obligation. 

Applying these criteria.to.the functions listed above, one can very easily 

and clearly see that the essential and primary function of the 'ought-language' 

is number (6) that is, to express moral binding, expectation, requirement or 

demand, as it is this function which we get by emphasising 'ought' and which is 

expressed uniformly by all the ought-sentences, thus satisfying the two criteria. 

Consequently all the other functions, which may be perormed by the ought

language (1 to 5) are secondary, as neither of them can satisfy the criteria 

formulated above. Other functions may be important ones from different points 

of view; but neither of them can be said to be 'essential'. However important 

they may be, they are secondary. 
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Now, I know that a methodological objection may be taken, by some, to 

our 'emphasis-analysis' within the linguistic analysis, of the ought-sentences, 

as it is used here, saying that it is 'arbitrary'. In my opinion however, it is not so, 

I hold, on the contrary, that ,the emphasis-analysis is not only legitimate, but is, 

perhaps, the only available method of disentangling the essential function of 

'ought' from the mess of other secondary functions. If the emphasis on 'ought' 

is not going to yield its essential meaning or function, then what else? 

The upshot of the whole discussion is that, though the ought-language, 

performs other functions like, directing, guiding, recommending, advising_ etc. 

which are mostly based on 'evaluation' and may _broadly be said to be the 

prescriptive functions, they are all secondary, and in so far as the ought-language 

expresses genuine judgement of moral obligation, its essential and primary 

function is to express moral binding, requirement, expectation or demand. This 

latter function may be named 'obligative' function of the obligative language, to 

which belong the terms-requirement; expectation, owing, claim, duty and 

demand etc. 

(c) It should not, however, be supposed that this obligative function is 

unrelated, totally to the other secondary functions. The first factual function of 

stating whether the act is done, forms the background. The second one states 

it as the condition of moral praise or blame. The third function of expressing 

either a stage in moral deliberation or a final decision in case of the agent 

accept it as its sole reason or basis. The fourth one of expressing positive or 

negative value-judgement on the act provides the content to the obligative 

function. And lastly, in case of the prescriptive function, it presupposes and is 

based on the obligative function. First demand is recognized and then 

prescription is given accordingly. In other words prescription follows demand. 

The relation between the evaluative and the obligative functions is the same as 

one between 'good', 'right' and 'ought'. Of course, in the ought- language, it is 

needless to say 'ought' is primary. 

7. Specification of the obligative Functions 

We have, now to specify further the nature of this obligative function of 

binding. As we know, all the terms like (moral) requirment, expectation, owing, 

claim, and demand etc. which expr~ss moral binding, belong to this obligative 
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language. (Duty may conveniently be taken to mean moral obligation itself.) 

But we have to specify, if possible, some one concept that will describe, fairly 

completely, the essential nature and function of the obligative language. 

Of these concepts, claim owing and demand express the same thing from 

different points of view and, therefore, they can be taken up together. We use 

'owing' from Agent's point of view, 'claim from others' or 'morality's point of view 

and 'demand' from functional point of view covering both the previous ones. In 

other words, 'owing' and 'claim' form the two poles of 'demand'. 'Being under 

obligation' and 'obligatoriness' also express the same thing. The remaining 

concepts are 'expectation' and 'requirement'. One careful consideration, 

however, it cannot be said that the obligative language essentially expresses

either 'expectation' or requirement', though of course, broadly it does, For, 

'expectation' indicates a psychological state (of mind) in 'others', and therefore, 

_it seems rather- add to speak of moral expectation as such, and make it the 

· central concept. Again, 'Expectation' is generally created in our mind by the 

person from whom we expect. But we know that moral expectation (obligation) 

is not created by the agent himself. Lastly 'expectation' is not a fit concept to 

express what is meant by 'obligation', the force of which, is lost in 'expectation'. 

As for 'requirement', though it is a somewhat better candidate than 

expectation', even it cannot be made the central concept_ of the obligative 

language. For, it presupposes some 'end' for the attainment of which obligation 

is a requirement. That is to say, means end or some such consideration is 

involved in it making it a purely hypothetical or pragmatic concept, devoid of 

any deontic significance. The initial requirement of a concept central to the 

obligative language is that it should be possible for us to interpret it in both 

ways, teleologically and deontologically. Further consideration of 'ground' of 

moral obligation will show in what way to interpret it. But, initially it must be 

capable of being interpreted both ways. Perhaps such a concept may give us a 

clue to harmonize teleology and deontology themselves. Thus we see that 

'requirement' cannot be the central concept. 

We are, thus, left with the claim owing demand triad. Of these again, as 

we saw, 'demand' is inclusive of both 'owing' and 'claim' which are the two sides 

of the same relationship, and is, moreover, a functional term. 'Owing' indicates 
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Agent's- Demandee's being under obligation.' Claim' indicates Demandum's 

(Act's) obligatoriness on the one hand and Demander's authority on the other, 

and 'demand', the total function. Thus, the essential nature of the language of 

moral obligation is' obligative' and its essential and primary function is to express 

moral demands or Demand; the obligative language is a Demand-language. 

This means that 'morality' makes certain demands on moral agents, which they 

cannot avoid to comply with without being subject to moral blame. Further, the 

meaning of 'ought' in moral discourse, expecially in the obligative language, in 

so far as it expresses genuine judgements of moral obligation, becomes clearer 

and easy to understand if it is taken to express moral demand~ 

In short, the nature of the language of moral obligation is obligative and 

its essential function is to express moral'demand'. It is interesting to note that 

though the word' obligation' itself stress 'owing' from the Agent's point of view, 

the obligative-language _in which it is expresses, emphasises 'claim' of others' 

or 'morality' in the form of 'demand'. 
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CHAPTER Ill 

OBLIGATIVE THEORY OF THE LANGUAGE 
OF MORAL OBLIGATION 

1. The Obligative Discourse 

2. Characteristics of 'Moral Obligation' 

3. Demand-Language and its Referents 

4. Three Aspects of Obligative Language 

5. Richness of Obligative Meaning. 

6. Analytical Linguistic Model 

7. Merits of the Model 

8. Some Clarification. 

1. The Obligative Discourse 

Form the analysis of the various kinds of ought sentences attempted in 

the last chapter, it becomes clear that ought sentences express moral binding 

in general. While finding out the nature of this moral binding further, we saw 

that it is the concept of 'demand' which satisfactorily describes the nature of the 

moral binding as expressed in the ought language. In other words, the language 

in which the judgements of moral obligation are expressed may be said to be a 

demand language, as the concept of demand is central to it. From the functional 

point of view, it may also be called an 'obligative' language, as it performs an 

obligative function and has an obligative meaning. This is the view of the ought 

sentences already attempted. Since it is some-what different from the views 

held by other thinkers and expressed in the form of different theories like 

Emotivism, imperative theory, Prescriptive theory etc., it needs a different name. 

For want of a better name, let us call it the 'Obligative Theory' of the language 

of moral obligation. The object of this chapter is firstly to describe, in some 
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details, this 'obligative theory' which is proposed by us; and secondly to propose 

and discuss an analytical linguistic model for the judgement of moral obligation. 

A distinction needs to be made, at the outset, between this theory and 

other theories. It is that, while all the other theories are regarding the moral 

language in general, the obligative theory proposed here, concerns itself only 

with the language of moral obligation in particular. It is not a general theory of 

moral language, but a particular theory explaining the nature and function of 

the language in which the judgements only of moral obligation are expressed. It 

has, thus, only a limited scope and application. Perhaps it is because of the 

general nautre of other theories that they are found to be inadequate to explain 

the particular concept of moral obligation, there being other moral concepts like 

'good' and 'right' to be accqunted form a general theory. A comprehensive study 

of moral life will have to formulate a theory that will clarify and explain all the 

important moral concepts and so inter-relate them as to give the theory internal 

hammony and external unitary character. That however, is not the purpose of 

this study whic.h confines itself to the concept of moral obligation alone, and 

consequently, to the language in which it is expressed. 

After this initial clarification, it will be proper to consider briefly the various 

linguistic expressions which constitute the obligative language. The various 

kinds of ought sentences have been already described and analysed in the last 

chapter. These are mainly three terms used in the obligative language to express 

the judgements of moral obligation, and they are 'obligation', 'ought'. The verb 

obligare finds different expressions such as to be obliged, to oblige, to be under 

obligation, obligatory and obligation itself. These various expressions based on 

the root obligare, are used in different linguistic contexts, but they have analogous 

meanings. Of these, the most important ones, for our purpose, are 'to be under 

obligation' and 'obligatory'. The former applies to a moral agent, and the latter 

to a moral act. The examples will be 'A citizen is under obligation to pay taxes 

and 'Paying taxex is obligatory on a citizen'. It is to be remembered, however, 

that all these terms have meanings which are non-moral as well as moral, 

although we are concerned only with the moral ones. 

The broad r:neaning of the term 'duty' is the same as that of 'obligation'. 
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Some thinkers1, however, make a distinction between the two by saying that 

obligations may be many, but duty can be one only, meaning thereby that duty 

is the obligation, the winner of the conflicting obligations in a given moral situation. 

As for example, Garritt says, "it is only the strongest present obligation which 

constutes a duty"2
• But that 'duty' has a broader meaning also need not be 

denied. In this broader sense, we can speak of 'conflicting duties', as of 

'conflicting obligations'.For all practical and also theoretical purposes, then, 

'duty' and 'obligation' may be taken to mean the same thing. 

The term 'ought', which is an auxiliary verb, is perhaps more popular and 

significant than the other two. The central place which the concept of 'ought' 

· has assumed in the recent ethical writings, especially of the linguistic analysis, 

and naming the language of moral obligation as 'ought-language', are the 

indications of this. From the analysis of the ought-sentence also, it can be 

easily seen that the term 'ought' has a richer meaning with different kinds of 

ought-sentence expressing the judgements of moral obligation have been 

already enumerated and described; so they need not be stated here. To indicate· 

only the extent of ought sentences generally, it may be said that 

they cover both particular and universal sentences, and among the former that 

is, particular, both ante-eventum and post -eventum ones. 

From a functional point of view, the obligative sentences may be divided 

into two groups-those sentences which express the judgements of moral 

obligation proper and those which state 'reasons' for them. Let us call the whole 

discourse'. So far as the 'reasons' for the particular obligations are concerned it 

may be seen that broadly, they are given in the form of general rules, and if we 

analyse the nature of these rules, we find that they are mostly the statements 

of generalized obligations, that is, they are expressible in the form of universal 

ought sentences. To put it the other way round, the universal ought sentences 

or what are called rules, serve mostly to supply reasons for the particular 

judgements of moral obligations, and the other, stating reasons for them, 

yet, for all theoretical as well as practical purposes, their nature and function 

1. Roughly, the distinction between 'obligation' and 'duty' corresponds to Ross distinction 
between 'prima facie and actual' obligations (Right and Good, p 19) and Grice's one 
between 'Abstract and actual'obligations (The Grounds of Moral Judgement, p. 31 ). 

2. Garritt, E. F. "Ethical and Political Thinking" p. 3. 
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may be taken to be the same, only that the latter perform an additional function 

of stating reasons. This means that we can conveniently combine the two-kinds 

into one, and say that the obligative or ought-language consis~s of the sentences 

which express particular and general moral obligations; to be precise, they 

express the judgements of moral obligation. 

This is true when the 'reasons' are stated in terms of general rules of 

conduct, that is, in terms of universal oug~t-sentences. And it is generally the 

case. But, if the reasons for particular judgements of moral obligation are . . .. 
exprressed otherwise, then what? The answer is that, a broader conception of 

'obligative discourse' must include both the judgements and thei~ reasons. Yet, 

it is possible to conceive 'obligative discotn"se' some what narrowly to include 

only ought-sentences, particular and universal 'reasons' may or may not be 

stated by the universal ought-se_ntences. As only the obligative discorse' which 

is expressible by it, is. to be accepted, CiltJ~ast so far as out pu_rpose here is 

concerned. 

Coming to the nature and function of the language of moral obligation, the 

conclusion in this regard, ofthe analysis of the various kinds of ought-sentence; 

is that 'ought' is a morally .rich and complex concept. Ought-sentences may 

perform a variety of functions, which are, all of them, significant for a moral 

theory. For example, an ought-sentence m?Y exprerss either an evaluation, or 

a command, or a description of an ideal state a demand or again a prescription, 

or even a decision. Generally, it functions to guide, recommend and direct the 

moral course of conduct. But, not all of these functions can be said to be central 

or essential to the ought-language; only one of the man be primary and essential, 

and the others, only secondary. It was seen that, speaking generally, the 

essential function of the ought language is to express 'moral binding'. It was 

also seen that, the 'moral binding' expressed in the ought-language, is most 

satisfactorily described as a moral demand. That is, to say, the ought-language 

primarily and essentially expresses the 'demands' made on the moral agents; 

that, the ought-language is a demand-language. This function is proposed to 

be called the 'obligative function' and the language, 'obligative language'. 

Consequently, the theory of the language of moral obligation which is proposed 

here, is named 'obligative theory'. 
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2. Characteristics of Moral Obligation 

In order to clarify ~he nature of the obligative language and bringing out its 

complex structure, it will be useful to state briefly the broad characteristics of 

the 'binding' that is, moral obligation, which are either directly expressed by, or 

implied in the ought-language. 

_ Firstly, 'obligation' is bilateral. That is to say, it involves the consideration 

of 'others' and their claims on the moral agents. In the demand-language this 

would mean that the two poles are agent or demandee and damander. 'Owing', 

'indebtedness' are of the same nature, and belong to the same family of 

concepts. 

Secondly, the concept of obligation does not exclude either deontic or 

teleological considerations. It can be, and in fact it should be, interpreted in 

. both ways. This is possible because 'obligation'. involves both deontic and 

teleological considerations. 

Thirdly, the moral binding expressed in ought-language is a necessary 

binding having an inherent compulsive force. This may be termed moral 

necessity as distinct from logical, Psychological or legal necessity. The language, 

expresses it in the form of 'ought'. 

Fourthly,'moral obligation' is universalizable. This means that it is 

reasonable. 

Lastly, the judgements of moral obligation are based on objective and 

impersonal ground or have objective and impersonal reasons. If moral binding 

is to be applicable to 'all', it has got to be objective and impersonal. This is why 

in the obligative discourse, the reasons for particular ought-judgement are given 

in terms of universal ought-sentences or rules. · 

These are, in brief, the broad characteristics of 'moral obligation' which 

should naturally be reflected in the 'obligative language'. 

3. Demand-Language and its Referents. 

The demand-language, further, is a 'relational' language. By relational 

language is meant here, a language which expresses and is essentially based 
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on relation. It is to be distinguished from an adjectival language which describes 

merely the qualities ofthings.ln order to bring outthe exact meaning of'relational 

language' it is not sufficient to say merely that it expresses a relation. What is 

essential to it is that it is based on relation or relations which are inherent in the 

relata. So far as the obligative or demand-language is concerned, it will be 

seen that it demander and the demandee and is essentially based on the 

relations or rather, the inter relation among the constituents of the concept of 

moral obligation. Because there cannot be any demand without the inherent 

interrelation among the constituents of the concept of moral obligation, it is said 

that the demand-languae is essentially based on 'relation' and is, thus a relational 

. language. The self-evident force of 'ought' which tempts us to compare it with a 

command, is derived from this inherent interrelation between these constituents. 

The important point to be noted in this connection is that this interrelation is 

inherent, that is, natural. 
. . 

Now, it is necessary to say something about the referents of the language 

or moral obligation among which the said interrelation exists. It will throw light 

on the complexity of the structure of both the c_oncepts and the language of 

moral obligation. 

So far an ought sentence is concerned, it refers to only two factors Agent 

and Act. For example, "You ought to do X", in which 'you' is the agent, and X, 

the act. The third referent, namely, moral situation is either explicity stated as in 

the particular cases, or is generalized and is not so stated as in the case of 

universal ought-sentences. 'Moral situation' is in any case, a directly relevant 

constitutent of moral obligation along with Agent and Act. In fact, it is only in a 

moral situation that a question of moral obligation arises at all. Thus, there are 

at least three facto_rs which are directly involved in the use of the pbligative 

language, namely, Agent, Act and Moral Situation or simply Situation. These 

are the minimum referents of the language of moral obligation. In the demand

language, they will be called Demandee, Demandu~ and Demand-Situation 

respectively which will be the linguistic counter-parts of those c·onceptual 

constituents. 

Now, the concept of 'demand' logically implies also the 'Demander' along 

with the aforesaid Demandee and Demandum. This is the fourth constttuent, 
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the nature of which is very complex and hence difficult to determine. In 

anticipation, however, of the discussion of the 'ground' of moral obligation, to 

be undertaken later and its conclusion, let it only be said that 'Demander' is the 

'Ideal and which is, thus, the fourth conceptual constituent. Lastly, if the moral 

judgements, especially of obligation are analysed, it will be found that reference 

to some rule or princple is certainly involved in them. These moral rules or 

principles of practical guidance have a hierarchy of their own which ultimately 

points to a supreme moral principle or Law. This Moral Law is the supreme 

demand so to say. Now it is already said that 'Demander' is the 'Ideal'. The 

question is, what is the relation between the Ideal and the Moral Law? In answer 

it may be said that the Moral Law or Principle is the practical embodiment of the 

Ideal governing the whole obligative discourse and also our practical life. While 

the Ideal governs the whole of our life, Moral Law governs our moral life only. 

This is not the place of discussing this point in greater detail. That will be done 

in connection with the problem of the 'ground' of moral obligation in due.course. 

Our purpose, there, is only to describe the various constituents of the c·oncept 

and the language of moral obl~gation. Accordingly, it will be clear from the above 

account that there are in all five constituents of the concept of moral obligation, 

mamely, Agent, Act, situation, Law or Principle and Ideal. Correspondingly, 

there are also five referents in all of the obligative or demand-language, namely, 

Demandee, Dema.ndum, Demand-Situation, Principle of Demand or Demand

Principle and Demander.3 All these will be fully dealt with, later on, in connection 

with the 'Structure of Moral Obligation.' 

Thus, the variety of the referents of the demand-language clearly brings 

out the complexity of the obligative language, which is really the reflection of 

the complexity of the concept of moral obligation that it expresses. 

After thus getting· known the various constituents of the concept of moral 

obligation and consquently, the referents of the obligative language, the 

complexity of their interrelation becomes evident. The obligative language is 

based on the interrelation among these referens and expresses primarily the 

relation of binding between the 'demander' and the 'demandee' with respect to 

3. Following, Ladd : Structure of a Moral Code. Ch. VII. 
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the 'demandum'. This relation may be further said to be an impersonal moral 

relation of inherent binding having a necessity of its own. This moral necessity 

is the 'third kind of necessity'\ the other two being logical and causal ones. 

From among the various constituents, however, the ought-sentences, as 

we saw, explicitly expresses only two, namely, Agent and Act, and at the most, 

third, the situation in case of particular sentences. The remaining two, namely, 

Principle and Ideal, are only indirectly involved, though they are of equal 

importance. They may be said to be the necessary conditions of the very 

possibility of the use of obligative language. It is in the moral situation that any 

problem of moral obligation ever arises. The moral act chosen from among 

many alternatives in the particular situation following ultimately the Principle 

which in turn is the practical expression of the Ideal, is said to be 'obligatory'. 

And the agent is said to be 'under obligation' to do it. Thus the whole complex 

of interrelationships is seen to be reducible to the relation of obligation' or 'moral 

binding' with'demand' as its central concept. This, it is hoped, brings out clearly 

the relational nature of the .obligative language. Accordingly, 'being under 

obligation; in case of agent, and 'obligatoriness' in case of act, are not adjectival 

in nature, but relational. That is to say, they are not qualities of agent and act 

respectively, but are the the expressions of the same relation of obligation, or 

moral binding, 'Being under obligation' is to be bound by, and to, the moral 

Principal qr Law, and through it, to the acts governned by it on the one hand 

and to the Ideal on the other. 'Obligatoriness' is the relation on the part of the 

act of highest. conformity to the Moral Law on the one h~md, and through the 

Law, the relation of demand to the agent. The whole of this complex 

interrelationship. essentially and basically, presupposes the commitment of the 

agent to the Ideal, which, in the ultimate analysis, is the sole determiner of 

obligations through the Moral Law, making demands on the agents. 

This becomes clearer from the consideration of the universal ought

sentenes. They are commonly used as moral rules for guidance of conduct in 

particular situations. They are also used as 'reasons' for particular demands in 

those situations. But, all the universal ought-sentences are not of the same 

4. Noweii-Smith, Ethics, pp.220-201. 
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generality. A hierarchy, so to say, of generality is seen among them; and the 

highest rule may be used as a reason for establishing the lower ones coming 

under it. Further, the generality may be concerning either the Agent, or the Act 

or the Situation. Thus, the structure of moral regulation constituted of moral 

rules, is seen to be pyramidic in nature, with the moral Law at the apex. The 

moral Law is the supreme moral principle governings all the rules and 

judgements of moral obligation. As such, an indirect reference to it is always 

present in all the general and particular judgements of moral obligation expressed 

in the ought-sentence. Moral Law is thus the supreme moral demand embodying 

the Ideal. It was the greatness of Kant to have realized thi~ and put-it forth in 

clear and emphatic terms. 

It is already seen that the moral binding of obligation is inherent, so far as 

the moral field is concerned. This m~ans that 'Ought' contains its· own authority 

and no external authority, other than the Mc;>ral Law is needed. This is the truth 

in the insight of the Nee-Intuitionists like Ross and Prichard. It is true to say 

within moral field that I should do my duty simply because it is my duty. The 

terms 'ought' and 'obligation' express this self-evident moral binding, which is 

in the very nature of things, inherent in the interrelation among the constituents 

of the concept of moral obligation. This inherent character expressed by 'ought' 

has very important bearing on the problem .of 'obligation' and 'motivation'. We . 

shall discuss this question later in the second part. here it is referred to nly to 

point out the implication of the demand-language for it. 

Looked at from the motivational point of view, the demand-language 

expresses not one demand, but in fact two demands: one directly, and the 

other by implication. They may be called the first-order and the second-order 

demands. The first (order) demand, which is direct, asks the agent to do the act 

expressed in the particular judgement of moral obligation, and the second (order) 

demand implied in the concept of 'ought' asks him to 'act on it', that is, to 'act on 

the first demand'. Thus, in the demand sentence "You ought to speak the truth", 

the first demand is 'speaking the truth,' while the second implied demand is 

'acting on this first demand', The second moral demand, which, when expressed 

clearly, will read "You ought to be motivated or moved to act by a moral demand", 

is implied universally in all the moral obligations. It is the logical requirement of 
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the demand-language, 'Motivation' is, thus, itself related to moral obligation as 

a requirement (or demand). A moral agent may or may not be moved, actually 

to act on a particular moral demand, but he is morally required to be so moved. 

If tie is not moved, he may be said to lack in' morality'. This all depends on his 

having a 'sense of obligation' which is to be developed with effort by both the 

individual and the society. 

4. Three Aspects of Obligative Language 

Now, it is possible to distinguish three aspects of any language, namely 

meaning, communication and reality, though they are fundamentally 

interdependent, and therefore, inseparable:·from each other. It is, therefore, ., 
necessary to see what these aspects are so far as the obligative language is 

concerned. The general reference to these aspects have already been made 

in one form or the other; they are only to be specifically stated here. 
'· 

Of these three, 'meaning', is a b~oader concept which includes the other 

two, namely, communication and reality. Further, 'communication' of a language 

is always about 'reality' expressed in it. Both togeth~r along with the general 

nature of their unity constitute the 'meaning' of a language'. It is better, therefore, 

to start with .'reafity' and then discuss 'communication' and finally, the general 

nature of meaning'. The reference to reality is also called the 'antic reference'. 

The 'reality' of the obligative language concerns primarily, two of its 

referents, namely, agent and act. As regards the agent, the reality is his 'being 

under obligation', and regarding the act, it is its 'obligatoriness'. Thus, the reality 

contained in or expressed by the obligative language is two-fold, namely', being 

under obligation' on the agent's part, and 'obligatoriness' of the act. These are 

evidently the two sides of the same fact of binding. It may be called a 'moral 

fact', and the obligative language may be said to be 'descriptive' in so far as it 

describes this 'reality' or 'moral fact' of binding, It is, however, needless to say 

that this, 'moral description' is different in nature from factural or empirical 

description. The two-fold reality of 'being under obligation' and 'obligatoriness' 

is, as is already said, to be interpreted in the light of the relational nature of the 

obligative language. Its complex nature also cannot be ignored. So far as the 

knowledge of this reality or moral fact is concerned, at least one thing is certain, 
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that it is beyond sense-perception. It may be a result either or reason or of 

intuition or of both together. 

Coming to the second aspect of 'communication' of the obligative language, 

it may be said that it primarlity asks the agents to accept the 'reality' and act on 

it. That-is to say, the obligative language communicates primarily that the moral 

agents are bound also to accept the 'reality' or moral fact of binding and, further, 

to act accordin-gly. Thus it will be seen that while the reality of the obligative 

language is a 'moral binding'; its communication is also, 'binding' of another 

sort. The binding as reality is the two-fold moral binding which concerns primarily 

. the content, while the binding as communication is the formal binding to accept 

· the first binding itself. For example. "You ought to do X", describes the reality 

'your being under obligation to 'X' and 'X's obligatoriness on you'. This is primary 

binding. It comunicates that "You ought to accept' you ought to do X' and act on 

it". This is primary binding. It communicates that "You ought. to accept' you 

ought to do X' and act on it. This is secondary formal binding. They may also be 

called first order and second order bindings respectively as seen before, In 

simple terms, the communication of the obligative language is 'asking' to accept 

the reality of the obl_igative languag.e and act on it. This communication has its 
. . 

own force and authority which lends the obligative language the compulsive 

nature which it has . 

. These two aspects, namely, reality and communication together constitute. 

the~general'meaning' of the obligative language, It has been already said that 

his.meaning is 'moral demand'. That is why the obligative language·is said by 

me to be a demand~language. No col')cept other than 'demand' can describe 

and explain satisfactorily and adequately the nature of moral binding called 

moral obligation as expressed in the 'ought-language'. 'Demand' as the meaning 

of the obligative language does justice to both of its' reality' and 'communication', 

that is, both the first and the second order moral bindings, and has the nec~ssary 

forGe to express these bindings. To distinguish this kind of meaning from other 

kinds, let us call it the 'obligative meaning'5, from which the language in which 

the judgements of moral obligation are expressed, receives its name-'obligative 

5. Following Stevenson's Emotive meaning. 
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language'. In short, it can be said that the obligative language is that which has 

the obligative meaning, that it to say, which expresses moral demand, with its 

characteristic force, and includes both the 'reality' and 'communication' of the 

obligative languages within it. 

5. Richness of Obligative meaning 

Now, the demand expressed in the obligative language is primarily 

behavioural and not existential. That is to say, it pertains to some action or doig 

an act, or a course of behaviour and not to 'being' something. In other words, 

obligation is primarily, 'to·do' and no 'to be' something. The distinction between· 

these two kinds of obligation or demand is no doubt valid and important. But 

the two cannot, they are mutually implicative because 'being' and 'doing' are, 

that way, just/two aspects of the same thing; one static and the other dynamic. 

Speaking concertly, one can certainly understand that being a morally good or 

virtuous man means 'doing' morally good or right acts. This is why, it is said 

above that the moral demand is primarily behavioural, and not exclusively, 

because, secondarily, by implication it is existential as well. But, whatever the 

relation between 'being' and 'doing', it is true that the primary function of the 

obligative language is to express" obligation to d.o" and not' to be'. This become 

quite clear from the various kinds of ought-sentences all of which ask the agents' 

to do' the obligatory act, and not 'tope' something. In this case also, however, 

the relation between 'being' and 'doing' becomes clear if it is remembered that 

through all these moral demands 'to do', we are really asking the agents 'to be 

'moral. But this is secondary to the nature of the obligative language. 

It should be noted further, that obligative language does not merely 

describe this 'doing' of a morally obligatory act, but it asks us to do· it. This is the 

'obligative function' as distinct from the descriptive function of a language. The 

former 'asks to do' while the latter 'describes doing'. Naturally, the latter lacks 

the force, referred to above, which the former has. About this function of 'asking' 

also, it is to be noted, again, that it can be done in more than one way. You can 

ask a man to do some thing by way of either command, or request, or again, 

advise and even recommendation or guidance. The way, the obligatory language 

asks the agents to do the morally obligatory acts, is different from all the aforesaid 

ways. It asks in the form of 'demand' and that too, indirectly through the statement 
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of 'binding'. The term 'ought' in the ought-language performs this function very 

well. The peculiarly and mysteriously compulsive force of 'ought' makes it the 

most appropriate term to express the rich obligative meaning in all its shades. 

The complexity, the binding force, and the subtle indirectness of 'demand' are 

very appropriately and adequately expressed by the 'ought'- sentences'. They 

can express even the post-eventum judgements of moral obligation in the form 

of post-eventum ought-sentences, in which is found a strange union of the past 

and the future. 

Now, it is possible to distinguish between 'demanding' and 'expressing a 

demand' in connection with the function of the obligative language. Strictly 

speaking, the function of the obligative language cannot be to demand, as it is 

the demander or Ideal which demands, not the language. It is to express the 

moral demand'. This is true. But, it should also be noted that the demarcating 

line between 'demandi.ng' and 'expressing demand' is very thin. In order to 

express a demand, the language, must have, itself, a demanding nature; any 

language will not do. That is why, it is the ought-language which is chosen to 

express moral demands, and not the descriptive language. Therefore, speaking 

broadly and from a practical point of view, the difference between 'demanding' 

and 'expressing demand' is almost imperceptible. One is direct, the other indirect. 

But, spe~king strictly, and from the theoretical point of view, we have to say 

that the primary function of the obligation language is to express moral demands. 

There are other secondary functions like describing, guiding, evaluating, 

directing,· prescribing and so on. It also functions to express imperatives or 

commands. But all these secondary functions are performed by the obligative 

language only by implication. 

From .the abov~ discussion it becomes clear that though the linguistic 

expression of the judgement of moral obligation seems to be simple, its meaning, 

in fact, is rich with implications and presuppositions, which go to make it very . 

complex, It adds further to this richness to consider the various points of view 

from which a judgement of moral obligation can be and may be looked at. 

There ~re four such points of view which give us a square model of the 

judgement of moral obligation. A judgement may be looked at from the points 

of view of either the agent, or the adviser, or again, the law-maker or lastly, the 

judge. The same judgement of moral obligation may be based on different 
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reasons for the different points of view as suggested by the square model. 

There are, however, certain reasons which are common to all of them. To say 

that a moral judgement is objective is the same as saying that it is essentially 

based only on these common reasons, or reason. This square model, however 

has no direct bearing on the obligative language itself. Its essential meaning is 

undisturbed by it. But it points to the possible extension of its implied meaning, 

thus adding to the richness of its total meaning. 

The obligative language exhibits, further, an interesting as well as instructive 

peculiarity. While in the concept of obligation, there is an emphasis on 'owing' 

on the part of the agent, referred to as his, 'being under obligation', the obligative 

language itself, however, in which it is expressed, emphasises' claim' of others' 

or 'morality' or what·is called the 'Ideal', on the moral agent. Functionally, it 

would mean that the obligative language emphasises the 'demand' made by 

the Ideal on the agent. This pecul.iarity of the obligative language is instructive 

especially in connection with its bilaterality and complexity. 

The obligative language thus differs from the descriptive or indicative, 

evaluative, emotive, prescriptive and imperative languages, in its nature and 

function. In other words, the obligative theory ofthe language of moral obligation 

is different from the descriptive, evaluative, emotive, prescriptive and imperative 

theories which are also proposed to explain the nature and function of the 

language of moral obligation in particular as also the moral language in general. 

They are, thus, alternatives to the obligative theory which is here proposed. In 
order, therefore, to justify the claim of the obligative language that it explains· 

the nature and function of the language of moral obligation more adequately 

than any other theory, it is necessary to consider the various theories critially 

and point out their inadequacy. Accordingly, a critical consideration of the 

important theories of the language of moral obligation will be undertaken in the 

next chapter. It is however, necessary to bear in mind in this connection, that 

the obligative theory is not exclusive of the truths contained in the other theories. 

It does not reject them as totally erroneous. On the contrary, it accepts, the 

functions, ascribed variously by these theories to the language of moral 

obligation, as secondary to and contained in the primary and essential function 

of, expressing moral demand. The analysis of the various kinds of ought

sentences in the second chapter has brought out this point unambiguously. 
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In conclusion it may be said that nobody denies that the ought sentences 

express 'moral binding', except, perhaps the emotivists. The differences arise 

as to only the nature of this moral binding and its expression. Different 

conceptions of moral binding and its expression give rise to different theories of 

the language of moral obligation. Here, an attempt is made to propose and 

present the obligative theory in as detailed a manner as possible. Its principal 

contention is that the concept of demand is the heart of the whole of the discourse 

of moral obligation. This contention as we shall see, is amply borne out and 

supplimented by the consideration of the essential nature and ground of moral 

obligation. 

6. Analytical Linguistic Model 

After outlining the Obligative Theory of the Language of Moral obligation, 

we may, now, propose and discuss an Analytical Linguistic Model for the 

Judgement of Moral Obligation, based on it. It may be considered either as an · 

extended, but integral part of the obligative theory, or as its precis.e expression 

in the form of working model. 

We have seen that ought- language expresses moral demand made by 

the Ideal through the Principle on the moral Agent to do a particular Act in a 

given moral situation. It is very difficult to acommodate this complexity of the 

concept and language of moral obligation in a compact linguistic model. 

Moreover, there are many kinds of ought stentences which the proposed model 

should do justice to. 

The full-fledged model as per our obligative theory will be "one's! doing/ in 

a given situation/, yes/ for the Ideal/ expressed in the moral Law." As we see, 

this model is quite general and has six columns, representing Agent, Act, 

Situation, the fact of binding of Demand, Ideal and Law. That is, it contains all 

the five constituents of the structure of moral obligation.along with the fact of 

moral binding. Thus for example. 

You ought to speak the truth (in a given situation) =Your speaking the 

truth in a given situation, yes, for the Ideal, expressed in the moral Law. 
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This is as I have said, a full-fledged model, which need not always be 

practically used. Situation i~ very often generalized, and so need not be referred 

to. Similarly the Moral Law always expresses the ideal, and hence, it also need 

not be referred to. Eliminating these two factors, therefore, the model becomes-

You ought to speak the truth= Your speaking the truth, yes, for the Ideal 

, or 

One ought to do x=one's doing x, yes, for the ldeal.6 Here 'one' is the 

Agent, 'X' the Act, 'Yes' represent the force of moral binding or demand, and for 

the Ideal' the ground of the demand. To express a posteventum ought-sentence, 

this model will require a little modification with regard to the _tense. it, then, will 

be-

One ought to haVe. done X= One's doing X in the past, yes, for the Ideal. 

Here, 'in the past' indicates the post-eventum nature of the moral 

judgement. The rest of the model remains the same. Ignoring tense and 

combining Act with Agent, we have three basic factors left in the linguistic model 

which we have proposed. The general (universal) ought sentece-

"One ought to do X"= One doing X/Yeslforthe Ideal.* the particular ought

sentence-

He ought to speak the truth= His speaking the truth I Yes I for the Ideal. 

The first two factors, namely, 'his speaking the truth' and 'yes' correspond to 

what .hare calls the phrastic and the 'neustic' respectively. The third factor, 

'Ideal' in our model, is the 'ground' of_ the 'neustic'. Left us call our three factors 

'the act, the demand and the ideal 'respectively. 

The last precise and practical model is evolved out of the first full-fledged 

model. Let us call the first full-fledged model, Model A which has the general 

from-

6. 
* 

As said earlier, 'Ideal' stands for the ground of moral obligation. 
It is the please, neustic, following R.M. Hare, that has become a convention. But 'ought' 
appear to enshrine a descriptive force to which the hear may be expected to agree, 
Hence 'yes' 
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Model A : -"One's doing X, in a given moral Situation, yes, for the Ideal 

expressed in the Moral Law." 

In this form, all the factors involved in the concept and language of moral 

obligation, are clearly stated along with its binding force. The second form of 

the model is more precise and practical, and we get it by eliminating the two 

factors,' situation' which is always generalized in a general ought-sentence, 

and 'Moral Law' which is always the practical embodiment of the Ideal, and 

hence implied in it, and by joining together Act and Agent which can easily be 

done. This form of the model may be called Model B which will have the general 

form-

Model B:- "One's doing X, yes, for the Ideal". 

There is no basic difference between the nature of the models A and B 

except for their forms. Whatever, therefore, will be said of the characteristics of 

'B', will be applicable to 'A' as well. Further, as this form of the model is unable 

to distinguish post-eventum ought-sentences from the anteeventum ones, we 
-

shall have to make a little modification, for the purpose, in it, and formulate 

Model C a follows : 

Model C : "One's doing X, in the past, yes, for the Ideal," 

(for Post-eventum ought sentences) 

Model C also does not differ basically from models A and B except for the 

phrase 'in the past' which is meant only to indicate the post-eventum nature of 

the judgement of moral obligation. Hence, the basic characterristics of the model 

B will apply also to the model C. 

7. Merits of the Model . 

As for the merits of our proposed model, firstly, our model does justice to 

all the constituents of the structure of the concept and language of moral 

obligation. This is done especially by the Model A. 

The model, further, expresses distinctly the force of demand as represented 

by 'yes' in the model. This characteristic of the model is very important because 

it is this binding force of demand which is central to the concept of moral 

[49] 



obligation. The model, therefore, must be able to represent it properly. Now, 

. from the analysis of the concept of demand, it will be seen that its force is 

neither so .weak as that of prescription, nor so strong as that of command or 

imperative. It lies in between the two. It is, therefore, necessary that the model 

brings out the force of demand as distinct from prescription and command. I 

hope, our model does this job very well. We have used 'yes' to indicate the 

demand-force, in the model. If, instead, we want to indicate a prescription, we 

shall have to use 'please' in place of 'yes' as for example, Here's model does as 

follows: 

You ought to do X= your doing X in the immediate future, please. 

If, on the other hand, we want to express a command or an imperative, we 

shall have to use 'must' in place of'yes'. No ethical thinker has suggested such 

a.model in terms of 'must'. Even Hare gives the same model for command as 

he gives for prescription, namely-Shut the door=your shutting the door in the 

immediate future, please.7 

But we may ourselves frame the command model as -

Do X= Your doing X (in the immediate future), must. 

Thus, the three phrastic 'please', 'yes' and 'must' may be taken to represent· 

prescription, demand and command respectively. On this background, then, it 

will be evident how distinctively .our model represents the force of demand, in 

addition to the various struCtural constituents of moral obligatin. 

· Equally important is the characteristic of our model which, gives it its 

completeness. It is that, it states even the ground of moral obligation or damand. 

The same we ·have callle.d the demander which is the Ideal that one pursues · 

throughout his life. 

The statement of demand is incomplete without the statement of the 

demander. Consequently, the model which expresses only the demand, and 

not the demander or its ground, is deemed to be incomplete, the phrase being 

"for the Ideal". This gives the reason for the demand and thus, expresses, by 

implication, the rationality or moral demand. 

7. Language of Morals, pp 17-18. 
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Some may object to our inclusion of 'ground' or 'demander' in the model 

for the simple reason that no ought-sentence itself states it. An ought-sentence 

expresses only a judement of moral obligation without clearly stating the authority 

or ground of the judgement. This is beyond disputes, as any ought- sentence is 

cif the type-· "One ought to do X"- wherein no ground or reason is stated. 

But, the question is, should a model represent only the overt structure alone of 

an ought-sentence? or should it also analytically represent that is implied in 

and essential to a judgement of moral obligation? When we say that it is an 

analytical model, I think, we expect from it something more than mere 

transformation of an ought-sentence into a model. One of the essential founctions 

of model is to bring out and represent what is essential to the concept and 

language of moral obligation. Though a linguistic model, it is not merely a model 

of language, but of the judgement expressed in it as well. Hence, statement of 

the ground of the judgement becomes a part of a model's function. True, 'reason'· 

will differ with the theory of moral obligation. But a model is expected to state it 

all the same. In case of our model, the ground is stated in the form of Ideal. This 

of course, presupposes our Ideal-demand theory of moral obligation. But this 

cannot be an argument against our model as any model, for that matter, does 

presuppose some theory or the other. A model has no existence independently 

of the theory at its base. If we accept that a model should be a complete 

representation, then the necessity of stating or representing 'ground' or 'reason' 

in it becomes apparent, as a judgement can never be complete without the 

reason for it. In case of moral demand, it can be said that a judgement or 

demand cannot be complete wihout the demander or its authority, call it ground 

or reason. 

8. Some Clarifications : 

The phrase "for the Ideal" in our model, however, is not a conditional 

phrase, which would be "If the Ideal". It expresses the unconditional character 

of the demand and the universal acceptance of the Ideal; it expresses the fact 

that the ideal is the same for, or common to, all the human beings. It is because 

of these characteristics of the 'demander' or the ideal, that a moral demand has 

the force which it has in practical life. 

Since the same model is applicable to particular as well as universal ought-
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sentences, the essential nature of particular judgements of moral obligation 

can be said to be the same as that of general moral rules. They differ only in 

their generallity and practical functions. 

We have already seen that a model only in terms of phrastic and neustic 

and wihout the third factor of 'reason' or 'ground', is at best incomplete. Hence, 

I have proposed a three tier model instead of two tier one. The three tiers of it I 

have· called 'the act' 'the demand' 'the ideal'-represented in the model as 'one's 

doing X/yes /for the Ideal", respectively. This is the minimum that is required of · 

a model. Our full-fledged model A we know, has six tiers, the half of which need 

not be used in practice. 

The analytical model proposed here does presuppose our obligative theory 

of the language of moral obligation on the one hand, and generally the Ideal

demand theory of moral obligation, on the other. It is so constructed as to be 

suitable and adequately express the ought-language along with the ought

judgement expressed therein. 

Lastly, I am aware that Hare has used 'yes' as the neustic for indicative 

sentences, while I have used it for ought-sentences. The indicative stated there 

is, however, existential, like- 'all mules are barren' = all mules' being barren, 

yes"8 . For a partly behavioural indicative also Hare uses the same model as: 

'You are about to shut the door'= Shutting of the door by you in the immediate 

future, yes'9 . The latter use indicates the possiblity of its being used to represent 

a future act. Further, as 'yes'. can indicate a particular act, it can as well express' 

asking to do it', In case of 'doing' anyhow, I think, 'yes' acquires a force which is 

like that of'ought'. In addition, we have the third 'ideal' part of the model that will 

distinguish it from an indicative. 

8. Ibid, p. 189 
9. Ibid, p. 188. 
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CHAPTER-IV 

OTHER THEORIES OF THE LANGUAGE OF MORAL OBLIGATION. 

1. Preliminary Remarks. 

2. Descriptive Theory 

3. Emotive Theory . 

4. Evaluative Theory 

5. Imperative Theory 

6. Prescriptive Theory 

7. Analysis of Models. 

8. Conclusion. 

1. Preliminary Remarks 

The recent ethical thought provides us with more than one interpretations 

ofthe nature and function ofthe language of morals. They may be called theories 

of moral language. The important among them are-Descriptive theory, Evaluative 

theory, Emotive theory, Prescriptive theory and Imperative theory. There are 
. . 

other functions also which are ascribed to the moral language, such as direction, 

guidance, exhortation, recommendation, permission and so on. But th'ey may 

be coveniently taken·to be included in the theories mentioned above. In the last 

chapter, the obligation theory of the language of moral obligation was proposed 

and discussed in some details. The purpose of this chapter is to discuss critically 

these theories, bringing out their inadequacy to explain satisfactorily the nature 

and function of the language of moral obligation. 

It is to be realized at the outset that there is a great difficulty in fourmulating 

these theories specifically with regard to the language of moral obligation. These 

theories pertain to the moral language in general, and are not the specific 

theories of the language of moral obligation like the obligative theory, Of course, 
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what applies to the moral/morality in general, applies certainly to moral obligation. 

On the basis of this understanding, the general theories of moral language 

mentioned above will be treated here as the theories specifically of the language 

of moral obligation and will be evaluated as s~ch. Thus, whatever, these theories 

say the nature and function of the general moral language is, will be taken to be 

the nature and function of the particular language of moral obligation. The general 

nature of these theories naturally puts a limit to their specific application. What 

we can do at best is to bear in mind this limitation while considering their 

adequacy to explain the nature and function of the language of moral obligation. 

2. Descriptive Theory 

By descriptivism is meant the theory which states that the nature of moral 

language in general, and the language of moral obligation in particular, is 

descriptive; that it's primary and essetial function is to describe a fact'. In other 

. words, the logic of moral discourse is similar to. that of empirical discourse. As 

Noweii-Smith1 points out, the cardinal point of such a discourse is that the truth 

or falsity of an· opinion depends wholly on what the facts are, not on whether 

anyone holds it. That is, the moral qualities like 'good', right', 'obligatory' are as 

natural and objective as emprical ones. As Noweii-Smith2 says, it is in the 

empirical di'scourse that the objective expressions have their most typing 

standard application and to accept that they are applicable to the obligative 

discourse also is to accept discriptivism. 

As for the nature of descrptive language, Wellman3 says that "the three 

fundamental features of any ·descriptive sentences are indication, quasi

comparison and assertion-denial "These three represent -broadly the subject, 

the predicate and the mode of predication-positive or negative. For him "This is 

red" could be a model for the logical sturcture of description, in which -This 

indicates "red" quasi-compares and "is" asserts. Wellman further gives three 

important semantical presuppositions"4 of any descriptive sentences as- (a) 

th~ object or objects which is purports? to indicate acutally exist: (b) the quasi 

1. Ethics, p. 50 
2. Loc.Cit. 
3. The Language of Ethics, p-160. 
4. Ibid. p.p. 181-182. 
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-comparison claimed to apply to the subject be conceivable; and (c) there be 

some possible evidence for or against the description. 

From the above brief account it will be evident that it is the empirical 

discourse which uses the most standard descriptive language, that the emprical 

language is the ideal form of the descriptive language. Let us now see, first, 

what is it that leads us to think that the moral and the empirical discourses are 

similar; that the language of moral obligation is descriptive? 

Hare5 compares the two statements - 'M is a red motor-car' and 'M is 

good motor-car' and brings out certain similarities between the two which lend 

support to descriptivism. Firstly, both can be and often are, used for conveying 

information, of a purely factual or descriptive character, and what is conveyed 

is called meaning'. The second similarity is that, sometimes we use them not 

. for actually conveying information, but for putting, our hearer into a position 

subsequently to use the. word 'good' or 'red' for giving or getting information. 

Thirdly, both 'good' and 'red' can vary as regards their exactitude or vagueness 

of the information which they do or can convey. 

On this, Hare himself remarks that, in view of these resemblances between 

'good' and 'red', it is very easy to think that 'M' is a good motor-car' means 

neither more nor less than 'M has certain characteristics of which "good" is the 

name'. But he denies this 'easy' conclusion. He shows that, though 'good' has 

both descriptive and evaluative meanings, its descriptive meaning is secondary 

to the evaluative bne. For this, he gives two reasons; (a) the evaluative meaning 

is constant while the descriptive meaning changes with classes of objects; (b) 

we can use the evaluative force of a word in order to change the descriptive 

meaning for any class of objective. Hare is, however, aware of the fact that, 

although the evaluative meaning of 'good' is primary, the secondary descriptive 

meaning is never wholly absent. 

What Hare says of 'good' holds equally for 'obligatory' or 'ought' with 

suitable modifications. It would then mean that the descriptive meaning of the 

languge of moral obligation is secondary to its obligative meaning, though it is 

5. Language of Morals, p.p. 111-116. 
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never wholly absent. We agree with Hare in rejecting the descriptivistic 

contention that the primary and essential meaning of the language of moral 

obligation is descriptive. 

From Noweii-Smith's6 discussion in this regard one thing becomes quite 

clear, that, the analogy of the moral discourse with t~e empirical one can not 

be stretched too much. The view that moral langauge is objective does not 

necessarily entail that it is empirical, though the most typical expression of 

objectivit~ is found in the empirical discours~. Because, to accept~he entailment 

logically, means to hold that objectivity is.·always empirical, and to hold this is 

to unnecessarily limit the field of objective.discourse only to the empirical one, 

as is done by the logical positivists. This is: regarding the relation between the 

empirical and the objective. Also important for us is the relation between the 

descriptive and the objective. Nowell-smilth is not explicit on this point. But the 

says that moral judgements like empirical statements refer to f~cts, and to do 

this is necessary for any use of the objective language. The crux of the whole 

analogy is the meaning offact. And, the question is, if we distinguish between 

the moral and the empirical facts, is there any significance in using the analogy 

at all? Even G.E. Moore says that there are differences as well as similarities 

between 'good' and 'yellow', that is, non-natural and natural properties, though 

a~ Nowell-smith rightly remarks, "This is precisely the sort of difference that is 

denied by calling 'goodness' a property"7 

The main questions which must be answered in this regard are (a) Does 

the language of moral obligation describe or refer to 'facts' at all and if, yes, (b) 

Is description its only function? and, if it has some other function or functions, 

(c) Is description its primary and essential function? 

The answer to the first question need be only short. Moral language says 

something about men and their conduct in regard to their goodness, rightness, · 

obligatoriness and so on. Now, to say, that moral language describes facts 

would be to say that goodness, rightness, obligationess etc. are facts or 

empirical properties. The moral judgements 'X is good", "X is obligatory" etc. 

are certainly meaningful. But the question is, are we here describing X as 

6. Ethics, pp 48- 51 
7. Ibid p- 65. 
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good, obligatory etc. in the same way in which we may describe X as red or 

sweet? In other words, are the moral terms just informative? or, d.o they stand 

for empirical properties ? It is clear that by knowing that 'X' is good, we do not 

add anything more to our empirical knowledge of X as Ayer 8 says. If, however, 

by definition good means a group of e~pirical properties, for example a 

strawberry's being good means its being large, red, juicy and sweet 9
, then of 

course, to say that strawberry is good is to describe it. But then, here, good is 

not an empirical property itself, but a name given ex hypothesi to a group of 

empirical properties. We are not discussing such use of good: 

This likeness of a moral term to an empirical property diminishes when 

we pass from 'good' to 'right' and 'obligatory'. 'X is right', it is evident, do'es not 

describe X in the ordinary sense of the term, judgement is put in an ought form 

as 'X ought to be done'. From the point of view of the concept of moral obligation, 

the ought-language is very important as it clearly differentiates the language of 

moral obligation from the descriptive empirical language. It is still possible to 

hold that it describes ~he facts of obligatoriness, being under obligation etc. 

which may be called moral facts. But they are so dissimilar from empirical facts, 

that we cannot say that we are describing X by saying 'X is obligatory'. All this 

nieans that moral judgements, at least those of obligation, do not describe 

facts in the ordinary sense of the term. 

lfthis is so, then what about the resemblances between the moral and the 

empirical discourses, as for example pointed out by Hare? .Let it be noted first 

that the resemblances may hold good so far as the concept of good is concerned. 

Even in that case, as Hare shows, its descriptive function is secondary, that is, 

its moral function is not descriptive but commendatory. In case of the concept 

of moral obligation the possibility of resemblance is even more remote. Take 

the judgement, you ought to speak the truth. What factual information do we 

get regarding speaking the truth by describing it as 'obligatory' except that it is 

obligatory which is not at all an empirical characteristic? The term 'obligatory' 

has a reference mainly to doing or requirement of an act, and only indirectly to 

the act proper. The logic of the quality of an act is bound to be diferent from that 

8. Language, Truth and Logic, p. 107. 
9. Hare : Language of Morals, p. 111. 
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of the quality of a thing. 10 There again, if it concerns more with doing an act, 

rather than the act itself, then the logical will be still more different. This is 

precisely the case of obligatory. The ought language removes even this doubt 

of similarity, and clearly brings out the differences between the functions of the 

two discourses. 

There is, however a sense in which we can say that a genuine element of 

description is involved in the obligative language. It is by implication; as for 

example, the ought-sentence. He ought to have spoken the truth 'or' I ought to 

do X' may, by impli.cation indicate factual, psychological state of decision on 

the part of the speaker. Again the indicative function of ought is conceived in 

an interestingly different way by A. Campbell Garnett.11 • According to him, ought 

has two functions imperative and indicative. The imperative· function is to urge 

or demand a certain course of action, while the indicative one is to declare that 

there are good reasons, that is, reasons developed by enlightened 

understanding, for the action. The indicative function as conceived here, it will 

be seen, amounts to showing that the ought language is objective and rational, 

by the help of concrete reasons. Even here it is the imperative function which is 

primary. 

It will be relevant to note that Toulmin and Baier1.fuaintain a distinctively 

significant view of description. In their view, "description is not a word parallel 

to the phrase 'statement of fact'; it refers rather to a type of use to which a 

sentence may be put". 13 In brief, the term 'description' applies not to the 

sentences, but to one of the uses to which sentences can be put. In fairness to 

Baier it must be said that he admits that passing a moral judgement on something 

is not the same thing as describing it. Their main contention is two-fold - (a) 

Description is not a statement of fact, but a type of use of language; and (b) 

moral words or sentences can be used either for passing moral judgements or 

for describing or again for both the purposes at the same time. 

1 0. Cf. Hall, E. W. Our knowledge of Fact and Value, Ch. II, for alike dissimilarity between 
negative verbs and verbs of action. 

11. "The Indicative Element of Decentological words", (Ethics, 56- 57, p. 42). 
12. Baier, K.: "Decisions and Descriptions," (Mind', p. 181) and Toulmin, S.E. and Baier,K,: 

"On describing" (Mind' 52. p. 13) 
13. Ibid. p. 17. 
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It may be accepted that description is broader than 'statement of fact,' in 

the sense that there may be description of things other than (empirical) facts. 

But technically, what is the object of description is not as important as the 

possibility of the applicatio of the logic of description to moral sentences or 

language. On the test of this logic it will be found that it is to the language of 

empirical facts that the logic of description applies perfectly, not to the obligatie 

language whose primary and essential function is other than description. That 

is to say, the esential.use of the ought-language is not descriptive. 

Further, it will be a mistake not to consider the distinction between 

'describing' and 'prescribing' simply because an el~ment of both is present in 

both the the types of sentences. This is because the important question is, "is 

'description' the essential and primary function of the language of moral 

obligation, if not the only one?" The analysis of the nature and function of the 

ought language in which obligations are expressed, gives answer to this question 

in the negative. In other words, though an element of description may be present, 

in the broader sense of 'description', in the language of moral obligation; yet, its 

essential and primary nature and function is obligative,and not, descriptive. 

This is so for the reason (i) moral fact is different from empirical fact; (ii) the 

logic of description does not apply to the language of moral obligation; and (iii) 

the ought-language is obligative rather than descriptive in essence. To say the 

least, to say that 'moral language describes moral facts' is to use a metaphor 

from the empirical discourse to which only, the terms 'fact' and 'description' are 

strictly applicable. 

3. Emotive Theory 

Emotivism is said to be the ethical offshoot of the general philosophical 

theory of Logical Positivism. but even though it may be the case, it does not 

mean necessarily that the refutation of the one is also the refutation of the 

other. Emotivism as an ethical theory has every righyt to be considered on its 

own merits without being made completely dependent on Logical Positivism. 

The general problem with which the theory is concerned is regarding the 

the roles played by reason and feeling in our moral judgements. Emotivism as 

an answer to this problem can be said to be the culmination of Hume's view in 
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this regard. The exponents of this theory are many in number, but we cannot 

say that the same view is held by all in toto. Vincent Thomas14 refers to different 

versions of the emotive theory as presented by Broad15, Carnap16, Russell17, 

Ayer18 and Stevenson19. According to him Stevenson's is the most standard 

version of the theory. But Ayer has stated the basic position very clearly, 

emphatically and effectively, and Stevenson has elaborated it with some 

modifications. We shall, therefore, base our discussion of emotivism primirily 

on these two thinkers' account of it. 

Ayer ·says, "The presence of an ethical symbol in a proposition adds 

nothing to its factual content. Thus, if I say to' someone, "you acted wrongly in 

stealing that money,' I am not stating anything more than if I had simply said,. 

'You stole that money.' In adding that this action is wrong, I am simply evincing 

my moral disapproaval of it."20
• 

- In other words, ethical concepts are unanalysable because they are not 

real concepts at all but only pseudo concepts.' Ethical predicates like 'good', 

'wrong', 'obligatory' etc. are not real predicates. They only evince the moral 

approaval or disapproval of the speaker. The judgement of the type 'X is good' 

is niether analytical nor empirically verificable, and hence it can not be either 

true or false. The primary functiion of the ethical terms is just to express the 

emotions of moral approval or disapproval. They are also meant to arouse the 

same feeling as that of the speaker's and further, to stimulate action in the 

hearer, accordingly. As Ayer says- "It is worth mentioning that ethical terms do 

not serve only to express feeling. They are calculated also the arouse feeling 

and so to stimulate action "21 • 

The function of the ethical symbols is thus two-folds; they express the 

emotions of moral approval and disapproval, and they also try to arouse the 

same feelings in others. Stevenson calls the latter the emotive meaning of the 

14. Ethical Disagreements and the Emotive Theory of Value, Mind, 51,p.205. 
15. Aristotelian Society, 1934. 
16. Philosophy and Logical Syntax, 1935 pp. 22-26. 
17. Religion and Science, 1935. Ch. IX. 
18. Language, Truth and Logic. Ch. 6 and Introduction Second Edition, 46. 
19. Ethics and Language. The Emotive Meaning of Ethical Terms; Mind. 1937. 
20. Op. cit. p. 107. 
21. lbid,p.108. 
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ethical terms. As he puts it, "the emotive meaning of a word is a tendency of a 

word, arising through the history of its usage, to produce (result from) affective 

response in people. It is the immediate aura of feeling which hovers about a 

word.22 The ethical words are what he calls 'magnetic.' They have a meaning 

that is approximately and in part, imperative23 and they are used more for 

encouraging of redirecting people's aim and conduct than for simply describing 

them. 24 . The major use of the ethical judgements, according to him, is not to 

indicate facts, but to create an influence. They have a 'quasi-imperative' force 

which readily permits one to begin to influence, to modify, other's interests .. 

There are two-purposes, he says, of using language; descriptive (record, clarify 

and communicate beliefs) and dynamic (give 'vent to feelings, crreate moods, 

incite people to actions or attitudes). The emotive meaning is dynamic and not 

descriptive. May be, that disagreement in interest is rooted in disagreement in 

belief. But, "empirical facts are not inductive,.grounds from which the ethical . . 
judgements problematicaliy follow."25 The ethical judgements are related to the 

reasons. So far as the question of truth is concerned, "the emotive meaning of 

an ethical judgement has nothing to do with truth or falsity"26 . 

Brandt very ably sums up Stevenson's theory in a few propositions in his 

"Ethical Theory".27 

(1) People have attitudes that often clash. This is clearly a factual 

statement. 

(2) To have an ethical conviction is to hav~ an attitude. Consequently, 

disagreements in moral discourse are really those in attitudes. Along with 

attitudes, man also has beliefs and disagreements in beliefs. They can, however, 

be settled by an appeal to facts. This is not the case of attitudes. Only in cases 

where attitudes depend on beliefs, can attitudes be changed with beliefs. No, 

ethical sentences esentially express·attitudes. 

22. Stevenson: "The Emotive Meaning of Ethical Terms" Mind. 1937, p. 23. 
23. Ethics and Language, p. 26 

24. Ibid, p. 21. 
25. 'The Emotive Meaning of Ethical Terms,' p. 29. 
26. Ethics and Language, p. 154. 
27. Brandt, R. B. Ethical Theory, Ch. 9 p.p. 206-211. 
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(3) Ethical utterances have magnetic effects on others' attitudes. Moral 

language performs the function of persuading others to change their attitudes 

to the speaker's as well as expressing the speaker's attitude. 

(4) To support an ethical statement by a reason is to mention a fact that 

will influence the corresponding attitude. The theory admits that men try to 

support their ethical statements with reasons. But these, ethical reasons are 

different from those of empirical sciences. The relation between the reason 

and the statement suppqrted by it, is contingent in moral discourse, while it is 

necessary in the empirical sciences. Thus, moral reasoning is really persuading 

others to change their attitudes. 

(5) Ethical sentences do not state facts; if they state them at all, they do 

so only secondarily, their primary function being to convey the attitude of the 

speaker and therethrough to change the attitude of others. 

Thus, emotivism is against both naturalism and absolutism in ethics. It is 

non-cognitivism which, as Henry Veatch says, " is antithetical alike to the 

objectivity, and to the knowability of goodness.28 By making the emotive element 

of_ 'attitude' central to moral discourse, and conceiving no necessary relation 

between attitude and belief, emotivism takes away objectivity and certainty 

from it and leaves it to remain subjective and relative. 

So far as the general points of criticism of this view are concerned, it has 

been pointed out, firstly, that is cannot account for the universal conviction of 

man that moral sentences state facts and that they are capable of being either 

true or false. This is not so serious a criticism as it looks, because it is arguable 

that the universai conviction referred to, itself may be unfounded, or if at all 

moral sentences state facts, the nature of these facts is so dissimilar to empirical 

facts that they cannot be properly said to state facts at all. 

More formidable is the second allegation that it cannot account for one's 

change in moral convictions as when one says, "my previous view was 

mistaken". Such a remark·in connection with moral view is impossible in the 

frame of Emotivism. In other words, in moral field, there is no error properly so 

28. Non-Cognitivism 
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called which requires a principle for its determination. It makes valuation of the 

past impossible. 

Further, if goodness or obligatoriness is determined by subjective attitude, 

it is external to the thing or the act which has it. If this is true, then anything can 

be good or any act obligatory, provided that we have the necessary moral attitude 

towards it. It leaves no basis in the object itself either favouring or disfavouring 

it, thus making reflection about values far more irrational than in fact it is. 

In short, to accept Emotivism as it is, is to annihilate objectivity in ethics.29 

Morality becomes a matter of emotion and attitude rather than reasoned thought 

and belief. Appeal to beliefs and facts helps only persuasion and not proof. 

There is ·no rational settlement of moral disagreements, but only emotional 

appeal. 

As Blanshard 30 says, we can agree with the theory so far as it states that 

we can infer attitudes from moral judgements, and that moral sentences affect 

our moral feeling and atitude to some extent. But when the theory goes beyond 

this to state that the only important function of moral symbol and language is to 

express and evo!<e attitudes, we cannot fall in line with· it. Intact we favour a 

thing or act because it is good or right. Emotivism reverses this order and says 

that the thing or act is good or right because we favour it; and this is unacceptable. 

Emotivism becomes even less satisfactory when it i~ specifically applied 

to the concept of moral obligation. As is obvious, the concept of obligation can 

be looked at from two points of view-Agent's and Act's. The one gives. birth to 

the ·characteristic being 'under obligation', and the other to· 'obligatoriness'. The 

use ;obligatory act' is capable, though feebly; of being interpreted emotively as 

it has a resemblance to the use 'good'. But what about 'being under obligation? 

What is its emotive meaning? Similarly, the whole ought language in which the 

judgements or moral obligation are expressed, cannot be interpreted adquately 

in emotive terms or given any emotive meaning. The judgement 'you ought to 

do X' would mean emotively, that- " I have favourable attitude to your doing X; 

have you that same." As is obvious, this is not the whole meaning of the above 

29. For an elaborate criticism, sec : Reason and Goodness, Ch. VIII by B. Blanshard. 

30. Ibid, Ch. VIII. 
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judgement, which has a ring of objectivity in it. Moreover, it asks one to do X, 

and not to have an attitude to doing X. It is true that we can infer from this 

jedgement speaker's attitude to 'X' and 'you' doing X, and also his desire that 

the same should be the attitude of 'you'. But this is secondary implication, not 

the primary meaning of the judgement. The complex ought sentences like "He 

ought not to have done X" are far beyond the scope of emotive way of 

determining meaning .. 

The above brief discussion, it is hoped, shows, that it is difficult and 

inadequate to ascribe emotive meaning to the moral sentences expressing, at 

least, the judgements of moral obligation. They are not just expressions of 

emotions or attitudes and persuations, but are 'demands' as it is already seen. 

If we accept the three-fold division of mind, in old psychology, into congnitive, 

affective and conative aspects, then, we can broadly say that descriptive refers 

to the cognitive, em.otivism to the affective and obligative theory to the c;:onative 

aspects of human personality though, of course, all these three are intimately 

interrelated, and therefore, cannot remain completely independent of each other. 

In spite of its inadequacy, Emotivism still has significance of its own. It 

rightly lays its hand on the 'common denominator' of moral life and language, 

namely, the emotions of approval and disapproval and their importance. It, 

further, brings home to us the practical realization that, when argument fails, 

persuasion or change of mind' is the only alternative way·of 'wining over' others 

to our view and thus 'dissolve' rather than solve, the disputes. 

Lastly, though, as th~ obligative theory already discussed, says, the 

language of moral obligation is a demand-language, expressing the demand of 

the 'Ideal', it presupposes 'commitment' to the Ideal. And, who known that this 

commitment is entirely intellectual? May be, that it is 'emotive' also, the Ideal 

being appointed by one's own nature. Emotivism like other theories suffers, not 

from untruth, but from partial truth, as it claims to be all-in-all while it is only an 

aspect of that evasive 'truth' which escapes extreme one-sidedness and defies 

easy realization. 
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4. Evaluative Theory 

By evaluative theory is meant the theory according to which the sentences 

expressing moral obligations are of the nature of evaluations. The central 

evaluative moral concept is 'good' alongwith its opposite, in its adjectival use. 

'Right' and 'Wrong' may be said to be evaluative only partially. 'X is a good act 

or 'Y is a good man' (morally) express the evaluations of 'X' and 'Y' as an act 

and as an agent. 'Right' is applicable properly to acts only. In case of agents 

the proper form ofthe sentence will be 'Y'· is right in doing 'X' which means 'X' is 

the right act, or in doing 'X', 'Y' follows the right course of conduct or simply, 

doing 'X' is right. This applies by implication to the choice of act made by an 

agent from among the various alternatives. Thus, in passing moral judgements 

we evaluate either the agent or the act or the agent's choice (decision) or his 

doing the act etc. 

Thus, according to Evaluative Theory, moral sentences have evaluative 

meaning and they serve to express the judgements of mo~al evaluation of agents 

and acts showing their moral 'worth'. We have already noted the points of 

similarity, pointed out by Hare31 between descriptive and evaluative discourses, 

in connection with Descriptivism. In spite of these similarities there are serious 

differences between the two. It only means that good has also descriptive 

meaning in addition to its primary evaluative meaning. Hare gives two reasons 

for considering evaluative meaning to be primary and descriptive one secondary 

: Firstly, the evaluative meaning is constant while the descriptive one changes. 

Here it is to be noted that he takes 'commendation' to be central to the evaluative 

meaning. Second~y, we can use the evaluative force of the word to change its 

descriptive meaning. 

Logically, the concept of evaluation implies certain principle32 or standard, 

in short, certain measuring rod applying which we evaluate things or acts etc. It 

is thus a relative concept in itself. If, however, the measuring rod itself is found 

31. Language of Morals, pp. 112 - 115. 
32. As Pepper says, "An evaluative judgement involves reference to some criterian in virtue 

of which the presence of a value is established or the amount of it measured" 
(The Language of Value) "Evaluation and Discourse" -by S.C. Pepper, p. 77. 
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to be constant, then in remains only singly relative. But these is also another 

dimension to it, namely, situation. Evaluation may change not only with the 

standard, but with the situation as well. In this sense, it becomes doubtly relative. 

Evaluation, as Peppers3 puts it, is a judgement about the presence of an 

amount of value of any sort in a object. It requires a two-fold criteria, qualitative 

and quantitative. The former is always the definition of value involved in the 

discourse and the latter, which is in fact the standard of measurement, depends 

for its relevance on the definitional criterion. The definition of value, serving as 

the ultimate criterion, is descriptive of selective systems which become natural 

norms of selection since they determine the content of the definition of value. 

Thus, "the evaluative standards come out of the facts themselves."34 ln case of 

a teleological definition of value, the drive-charged anticipation of the super 

ordinate goal is the actual selective agent in this process and the ultimate factual 

criterion for the achievement value of sub-ordinate goal ·object. This seems to 

be true in case of moral value at least. 

What Pepper says is substantially true, especially his teleological 

interpretation of the criterion of value. But he seems to place emphasis more on 

purpose or goal than on criterion or principle. Further, his insistence on factual 

verification makes him a naturalist and it is very difficult to hold exclusive 

naturalism at least in the moral field. His views that evaluative standard comes 

out of facts themselves is true only so far as it goes; but it goes not far enogh. 
. . 

Taken along with his teleology, it means that the goal in terms of which the 

natural norm of selection is defined, is natural This is true in a sense; but in 

another sense, it is not just the product of'is', it lays down 'ought' and determines 

'is' itself. Our theory gives a teleological definition of moral value, no doubt. But 

is does not ignore the importance of deontological nature essential to the concept 

of 'ought'. 

Can this theory explain adequately the nature and function of the language 

of moral obligation? While answering this question, the first thing that strikes us 

is that it is the concept of good which is directly involved in 'evaluation'. 'Right' is 

also involved, but partially; and 'ought' is only indirectly related to it. This fact, at 

33. lbib, p. 93. 
34. Ibid, p. 89. 
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the outset, weakens the possibility of the language of moral obligation being 

evaluative. A genuine ought sentence like 'You to do X' can hardly be said to 

express evaluation, save indirectly and secondarily. It is an injunction to do, a 

demand as we have already seen, and not an evaluation. Certain ought

sentences, especially the post-eventum ones, do have indirect implications 

which are evaluative. For instance, "You ought not to have done X "implies 

that" you were wrong in doingX" or "X is not a good thing for you to do". But 

these are not the primary meanings of 'ought'. 

As we shall see, (a) the concept of moral obligation is bilateral, involving 

considerations of others' claims; (b) it is deontic as well as teleological; (c) it is 

necessarily binding; and (d) it rests on impersonal objective ground. So far as 

evaluation is concerned, it is not bilateral. It is involves reference only to a 

criterion and not to others claims etc. Further, evaluation, by nature, cannot be 

deontic, 'value' being a teleological concept.35 Thirdly, lik~ obligation, evaluation 

is not a binding of any sort. It is characterization in respect of worth. A binding 

may rest on it; but in itself it is not a binding but commendation or pro-con 

attitude and so on. Lastly, it is true that, theoretically, evaluation is based. on 

the objective ground of the definition of value. And yet, the whole concept of 

evaluation has a strange tinge of personal or subjective preference. It leaves a 

broad scope for individual choice of values. 

This shows that the two concepts of evaluation .and obligation belong to 

two different realms of value and duty, of being and doing, of teleology and 

deonotology, of evaluation and demand. They, in fact, intimately inter-related. 

It will be seen that ultimately obligation rests on the teleological interpretation 

of value in terms of ideal. This is brought out clearly in our obligative or demand 

theory of the language of moral obligation. Yet, obligation can never be reduced 

to value, and judgements of obligation to evaluations. 

We have seen that it is out of our commitment to the supreme value in the 

form of Life-Ideal, that our moral obligations arise. This only means that naturally 

grounded values bear in their bosom the seeds of binding to the form of 

obligation.36 But in no sense can the whole concept of moral obligation be 

35. The Concept of Purusartha is significant in this context. 
36. See Urban : Fundamentals of Ethics pp. 240 - 243 
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reduced without reminder to that of evaluation as the Evaluative Theory ~tates. 

Value judgements are- a very important part of moral discourse; but the 

judgements of obligation form equally important part of it and the two together 

constitute the essential nature and function of moral discourse. It is neither 

necessary nor possible to reduce the one to the other. 'Ought' has its own 

distinct individuality and force as much as good has its own. The nature, function 

and logic of the one are different from those of the other. 

5. Imperative Theory 

According to the Imperative Theory the judgements of moral obligation 

are imperative in character. The sentences in which they are expressed have 

imperative meaning and their function is primarily to express commands. The 

imperative mood, how ever, serves many purposes. As Rescher37 says, 

imperatives form a wide grammatical category, while commands represent a 

rather narrower functional grouping. He further points out the various uses to 

which they can be put, for example giving consent or advice, reproaching, 

denouncing, imploring aid or requesting co-operation, making prayers or 

supplications, and even, in some cases, making a purely factual assertion. 

Carl Wellman38 prefers to speak of 'directive' meaning in place of 

'Imperative' and according to him, any sentence which directs action or tells 

someone to do something may be said to have directive meaning. He also 

points out different kinds of directive sentences, for example, requests, 

demands, orders, advice, recipes, instructions, exhortations, laws, rule and so 

on. But this is a very broad use ofthe concept of imperative or directive. Though 

the imperative language serves many purposes or performs many functions as 

stated above, its basic nature is imperative and its primary function, so far as 

moral discourse !s concerned, is to express commands. That is, an imperative 

language is essentially a command-language expressing explicitly or implicitly, 

commands and governed by the logic of its own. Resher39 also deals only with 

37. Rescher, Nicholas : "The Logtic of Commands", p. 1. 
38. "The Language of Ethics", p.228. 
39. Op. bit. p. 2. 
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commands in which he includes orders, directives, injunctions, instructions and 

prohibitions or negative commands. For our purpose also, by an imperative 

theory is meant, here, a command-theory which, when applied to the language 

of mor~l obligation in imperative, that is, it is a command-language and its 

primary function is to expres commands, in this case, moral commands.40 We 

have, then, to see whether the judgements of moral obligation express, 

adequately and completely, moral commands, whether the logic of command 

is adequate to govern the discourse of moral obligation. 

First of all, it is necessary to discuss and clarify the exact nature of 

'imperative language' itself, and also the logical characteristics of 'command' 

expressed by it. 

We begin with Hare's view. According to Hare,41 imperatives form a part 

of prescriptive language which, in addition, contains value-judgements also. 

Confinding ourselves to his view of imperatives alone, we see that he also 

points out that imperatives are a mixed bunch, and include in them, military 

orde~s. specifications, instructions, advice, requests etc., as pointed out by 

others. He covers all these functions by the single term 'command.' He says "I 

shall therefore follow the grammarians an9 use the single term command to 

cover all these sorts of thing that sentences in the imperative mood express 

...... " 42 He further says that imperatives cannot be reduced to indicatives, as the 

naturalists do. The essential distinction between the two is that, while an 

indicative sentence is used for telling someone that something is the case, an 

imperative is used for telling someone to make something the case. Rightly 

enough, he criticises strongly the theories which try to reduce imperatives to 

indicatives strongly the theories which try to reduce imperatives to indicatives. 

Hare has done a great service in giving imperatives their: rightfully proper and 

district place Some distinctions which he makes in course of his arguments are 

important. He says that the processes of telling someonce to do something, 

and getting him to do it, are quite distinct logically, from each other. This 

distinction he draws in connection with the view, as advocated by Carnap, · 

Stevenson and others, that the function of command is to affect the hearer 

40. More properly, it should be judgements of command. But in case of commands it lias 
no distinct meaning. 

41. Language of Morals, p. 3. 
42. Ibid. p.4. 
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causally, or get him to do something. He aptly points out that this view is 

misleading because the function fo command is only to tell somebody to do 

something, and not to get him to do it. The most important conclusion drwan by 

Hare from this is that commands, however much they differ from statements, 

are like them in this, that they consist in telling somebody something, not in 

seeking to influence him. It is because of this similarity of commands with 

statements that they can be said to belong to a rational, objective discourse, 

and to be governed by logical rules just as statements are. His attempt to 

establish rationality of moral discourse even in its imperative form is certainly 

very significant. Kant's doctrine of Categorical Imperative is an outstanding 

instance of rationality of moral imperatives. 

We may summarize further, the logical characteristics of imperatives or 

command given by Hare. Firstly, sincerely assenting to commands involves 

·(on the appropriate occc:-sion and if it is within our power), doing something. 

Secondly, command may contradict one another and to avoid self-contradiction 

a command must observe certain logical rules. Thirdly, there are also entailment 

relations between commands. Universal imperative sentences together with 

indicative minor premisses can give rise to singular imperative conclusions. 

The rule is, "No imperative conclusion can be validity drawn from a set of 

premisses which does not contain at least one imperative.43 Lastly, the difference 

between statements and commands lies in their neustics, the phrastics being 

the same for both; as 

Shut the door = 

Your are going = 
to shut the door. 

Your shutting the door in the immediate future, 

please. 

Your shutting the door in the immediate future, yes. 

The logical characteristics of a command given by Hare are primarily 

intended to show that th'e imperative moral discourse is as rational as the 

indicative discourse is. We, however, want to know the nature of command 

itself in some detail so as to determine whether the language of moral obligation 

is an.imperative or command language. From this point of view, some points in 

43. Ibid, p. 24. 
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Hare's view seem to be somewhat doubtful. Firstly, his placing imperatives 

along with value-judgements, under prescriptive language needs 

reconsideration. Commands, strictly speaking, are not mere prescriptions, but 

form a class by themselves, as they have a distinct force of their own. Secondly, 

his inclusion of all the functions performed by imperatives in the concept of 

command unnecessarily broadens the concept and makes it some what loose. 

'lmperative'may be conceived broadly to include other functions along with 

command, but the concept of command itself can not be and need not be so 

widened as to include all the functions of imperatives. However, whether the 

concept of 'imperative' includes the concepts of advice, instruction and other 

so called functions of imperatives than command, is itself doubtful. As we have 

said earlier, strictly speaking, though imperative serve many purposes, the 

essential function of an imperative as a distinct concept is to express command. 

Other functions are 'contextual implications' so to say. Lastly, though 

commanding is telling someone to do something, yet there are ways and ways 

of telling, and therefore and comand can not be on par with advice, request, 

instruction and so on. Wellman44 also concedes this. Mayo's45 suggestion, 

however, that imperatives are not about any thing in the strict sense, on the 

ground that they are always about future acts, is not satisfactory, because, 

even the future acts have as much content as the past and the present ones. 

But its implication that, the field, of imperatives is limited only to actions which 

lie in the future, that is, to ante-eventum judgements only, is true of a command 

strictly conceived. To elucidate the nature of command farther, we have to see 

some other relevant factors also. 

Rescher gives certain 'facts' of a command. He distinguishes between 

'giving of a_ command' and the 'command given' of which the former is a 

performance. Further, a command, has its as source of issue in a person. 

Rescher says that this feature of a command is very improtant as it "serves to 

differentiate commands from moral imperatives and from 'commandments' which 

not only can but prima facie should be regarded as sourceless. 46 Every 

44. Op. cit. 232. " .... none are strictly commands. 
45. Mayc B. "The varieties of Imperatives", Aristotelian Society. Sppl. 31 : 165-67 (1957) 

46. Op. cit. p. 1 0. 
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command, again, has a recipient, and there can be a chain of commands, 

Further important point is that the source should have some authority or, what 

he calls, entitlement for giving a command to its recipient. Moreover, a command 

generally has some justification,_ that is, the source should be in a position to 

provide a rationale of the command issued by him. A command can thus be 

questioned both as regards the authority of its source and his grounds for giving 

it. Consequently, there can be inappropriate commands which may be either 

improper or overreaching or absurd. 

We have, uptil no, dwelt on characterizing the essential nature of the 

concept of command as also the nature and function of the imperative language. 

Bringing all the threads of the above discussion together, we may, for our 

convenience, summarize its results. Though an imperative language may 

perform various functions, its essential function is to express commands. 

Command implies source, its authority, recipient, and, content. It belongs to 

rational discourse, being ~men able to justification, contradiction and entailment. 

There is a distinction between giving a command and -the command given, 

which puts emphasis on source. It is primarily confined to the field of acts yet to 

be performed, that is, roughly, future acts . 
• 

We may add to this characterization a few more points. Firstly, even though 

we may question the authority of the source and even the ground for the 

command given, Ultimately, however, a command is to be obeyed only because 

it is a command, and for no other reason. In other words, here is a consideration 

of ground to issue command on the part of the source, but, on the part of the 

recipient, there is no ground for obeying it, other than it is a command.47 Secondly,_ 

this implies that in case of a command, there are no alternative from which to 

choose or decide; there is no scope for genuine choice or decision, no freedom. 

This is why fullfieldged imperative mood is used to express commands thus 

selecting its own appropriate language. Thirdly, it does not fit in the logic of 

command to speak of a 'generalised or universal command' (applicable to all 

for all times, so to say); that is to say, there is no universal principle behind 

47. As Nowell Smith says. But commands differ from ought sentences in that a man who 
gives a command is not/ogical/y bound to give any reasons why it should be obeyed. 

(Ethics- p.191 ). 
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commands. This follows from the fact that their sources are personal, having 

personal authorities. Further, a command has very little to do with man's nature 

and aspirations by way of their satisfaction or achievement. And lastly, the 

interests of 'others', their claims and other social considerations are not at stake 

in a command-situation, as they are in a moral situation. That is, a command 

has its own narrow personal field of operation and is least concerned with outside 

consideration. 

Now, our problem is whether the imperativ theory is adequate to explain 

the nature and function of the language of moral obligation. The answer, in 

anticipation, is that it is not. This is because the language of moral obligation is 

not purely imperative, nor is its function to express commands, pure and simple. 

It is more complex and therefore, more subtle. This becomes clear when we 

analyse the concept of moral obligation. The requirements of this concept are 

not satified by the imperative language and by _'command', expressed by it. Let 

us note the differences which will confirm our conclusion. 

Moral obligation is a binding, no doubt, but it is a freely chosen binding, 

which is not the case with a command. There is some principle, some ideal, 

involved in the concept of moral obligation; it is not so with the concept of 

command, as the sources of command are personal. Both command and moral 

obligation possess a force of their own; but the force of a command is much 

stronger and compelling than that of a moral obligation though it is more than a 

mere prescription. Further, moral obligation has universal application which 

command lacks. This is because the ground of the authority of moral obligation 

has a universal appeal while that of command has only local and tempporary 

app.eal. A command as we saw, is least concerned with the consideration of 

others' interests, while, it is out of such considerations that moral obligations 

arise. Since, ·again, the choice of being bound by, or putting oneself under 

moral obligation is a free, rational choice, the moral commitment is not forced 

but comes from within. This means that it has a individual as well as social 

aspects. And this aspect touches the very heart of man's personality, his goals, 

and aspirations, his rationality, sociality and above all humanity. A command -

situation is devoid of all such warm springs of action. 

A command, further, is applicable in case of only future acts, and not past 
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ones. Though, the particular judgements of moral obligation also apply generally 

to future acts, still, obligations expressed in the form of universal laws or rules 

are applicable f9r all time, and therefore, post eventum ought -sentences are 

· possible. This is a very important distinction. Similarly, while a command is 

given properly in the second person, judgements of moral obligation can be 

expressed in sentences in all the three persons. 

The most basic difference between the concepts of command and moral 

obligation is that while the former has personal source, the latter has impersonal 

one, making it virtually sourceless. This source is not external, coming from 

within. this impersonal and inner authority of the source of moral obligation 

unmistakably distinguishes it from the concept of command which implies a 

personal source. Rescher points out this distinction quite clearly. In fact, he is 

ready to believe, at least prima facie, that the moral imperatives are sourceless. 

Ashe says, "Keep your ~remises' need not and indeec;J should not be regarded 

as a 'command of God' nor 'of society' nor 'of conscience'. Apart from far

fetched theories regarding the nature of their sanction, moral imperatives fail 

to be commands precisely because of their lack of a source".48 Now, Rescher 

uses the term 'moral imperative' like 'keep your promises'. This is already in 

imperative mood; and even this is not to be taken as a command, pure and 

simple. If this is so, then the possibility of ought-sentences being commands is 

even more remote. In fact, in the foot-note49 he distinguishes the commands 

from the point of view of deontic logic and says that moral imperative form a 

link between the two. The point is that the ought-sentences are not governed 

by the logic of commands but by their own logic. 

The inadequacy of the imperative theory to explain the nature and function 

of the language of moral obligation becomes obvious when we consider the 

languages of command and moral obligation; the former is an imperative 

language while the latter is an ought-language." Speak the truth" is a command, 
r . • • • 

while," you ought to speak the truth" is a judgement of moral obligation. The 

first thing that stikes us is the absence of imperative mood, so characteristic of 

command, in the ought-sentences. Obviously, "Speak the truth" and "You ought 

48. Op. cit. p. 10. Of. Newell-smith, P.H.: Ethics, pp. 1991 -192. 
49. No. 5, Lac. cit. 
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to speak the truth" are not the same, as "ought' along with the whole of its 

significance and force is absent in a straight formal command. 'Ought' is a 

much more complex concept than the concept of command. Thus, the imperative 

theory of moral language is inadeuate to explain completely the nature and 

function of the language of moral obligation. We have proposed, in our theory, 

that moral obligations can be better concived as 'demands' rather than as 

'commands' and the language as a demand-language rather than an imperative 

language. 

6. Prescriptive Theory: 

Though better than any other theory, prescriptivism is still incapable of 

accounting for the essentials of the language and concept of moral obligation. 

It is indeed a bold thing to say this because even a casual glance at the recent 

ethical writings is sufficient to point out the general acceptance of the view that 

the language of moral obligation is a prescriptive language, that the function of 

ought-sentences is to prescribe a course of conduct. To bring out its inadequacy 

requires analysis of the concept of prescription, and also; reconsideration of its 

applicability to the language of moral obligation. We propose, here, to make a 

modest attempt at this. 

According to the prescriptive theory, the language of moral obligation is 

prescriptive in nature and its functioin is to prescribe to a moral agent to do a 

certain act. A detailed ·and sound exposition of this theory, as applied to the 

concept of moral obligation, is found in Ladd's "The Structure of a Moral Code". 50 

The concept of prescription is also elaborately qiscussed by Paul Taylor,51 and 

to some extent, by Hare52 • We shall, therefore, base our views of prescriptive 

theory on its account given by them, especially, by Ladd and Taylor. 

The concept of prescription, according to Ladd, accounts completely for 

both the morality and the obligatoriness of 'moral obligation.' He hopes, by 

means of this concept "to account for the so-called' normativeness' and 'ideality' 

50. Ladd John, "The Structure of a Moral Code" Chs. V, VI and VII. 
51. "Normative Discourse" Ch.7. 
52. "Language of Morals" Ch.1 
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of moral conceptions, as well as the directive function associated with obligations 

in general."53 For him, prescription is a generic term standing for directives 

which are given or stated when the most important moral question, 'What 1 

ought to do?' is asked. The usual expression of a prescription is an ought

statement. Deliberate decisions are self-imposed prescriptions. 

He gives three characteristics of prescriptions which are found in 

obligations, hypothetical or otherwise. Firstly, they are 'ideal' in the sense that 

they involve an imagined rather than an actual' course of action. (This may be 
-

called 'an action in view'.) Secondly, they tend to be constraining, since they 

demand that contravening desires be suppressed. And finally, "they are directive 

in the sense that they tell us which way to act •. and to which factors in the 

situation we should pay attention."54 He says that it is these three characteristics 

he wishes to comprehend under ought-statements, statements of prescription 

respectively. And ~hen, in the next sentence, he gives us almost a definition-" 

.A prescription function as an action-in-view which is constraining and directive."55 

Thus the functions of prescriptions are directing, guiding and constraining.-But, 

sor far as the job of a moralist is concerned, he does not prescribe, but rather 

commands prescriptions. This modification is very significant, as it hints at the 

absence of a personal prescriber. It is also to be noted that a prescription is 

different from a command emanating from an authority. · 

Further, we have to distinguish between 'acceptance' of prescription and 

its' fulfilment'. In fact, the key-concept, according to Ladd, is 'acceptance of 

prescription". to be· exact. There are three distinct entities here,'· namely, 

prescriptino itself, its acceptance, and its fulfilment. though a prescription is 

meant not only to be accepted, but also to be fulfilled, yet the actual fulfilment 

of a prescription is a separate consideration by itself and is not directly involved 

in the meaning of the concept of prescription or of moral-obligation to be defined 

in terms of prescription. Again, prescriptions differ from proposition or fact

stating indicatives in that they are practical, that is, (a) they have directrelevance 

to action; and (b) their acceptance creates demands on the agent's will and 

53. Ladd, Op. cit. pp. 84 - 85. 
54. Op. Cit. p- 87. 
55. Lac. cit. 
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entails some degree of expectancy of conduct in conformity with it. 

As regards the linguistic form, prescriptive statements share in common 

with imperatives the peculiarity of having an objective which is distinct from a 

fact. But it is not wholly imperative for that matter because" the imperative 

formulation .... lacks the objective and impersonal character of prescriptive 

statement."56 Thus according to Ladd prescriptions cannot be reduced to 

imperatives for two reasons: (a) the imperative is an accidental grammatical 

form or category the use of which is not essential; and (b) an imperative lacks 

the imperasonality of prescriptions, which is communicated by putting them in 

the indicative. 

Paul Taylor also has discussed this concept at same length and holds 

similar views in this respect. According to him, "To prescribe is to tell some one 

what he ought to do", and he goes on to say that' what he ought to do is the 

best alternative open to him". 57 He further clarifies that to prescribe-an act to 

someone is not to force or compel him to do it. As he says, "prescribing is one 

wya of giving advice, making a recommendation, or offering guidance". 58 Like 

all advising, prescribing is a rational act. It presupposes its own justifiability. 

Therefore, it must always be legitimate and proper for the person, to whom one 

prescribes to demand reasons for his doing the prescribed act. As for the function 

of prescriptive language, Taylor, says, that the function of an ought-sentence 

. is, "simply to prescribe the doing of the act. It is to exert an influence on an 

agent's behaviour or choice, but a rational influence, not any influence".59 This 

he says, perhaps, to distinguish its influence from emotive influence which is 

irrational. Taylor, thus, brings out emphatically, the objectivity and rationality of 

prescriptions. 

In contrast to this somwhat restricted view, so to say, of the prescriptive 

language and the con·cept of prescription, we have a much broader view 

presented by Hare. According to him, prescriptive languae is broad enough to 

cover both imperatives and value-judgements. He classifies60 it follows : 

56. Op. cit. p. 95 
57. Taylor Op. cit. p. 207 

58. Op.cit. P: 209 
59. Op. cit. p. 211 
60. Hare, op. p.3 
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Prescriptive Language .... (1) Imperative - (a) Singular 

(b) Universal 

.... (2) Value-Judgements - (a) non-moral 

(b) moral. 

According to him, "the word 'ought' is used for prescribing." This means 

that ought-language is a prescriptive language having two components of 

imperatives and value-judgements. There seems to be some ambiguity in his 

conception of 'ought'. Because, on his view, 'ought' performs both the functions 

of imperatives and value-judgements;" you ought to do X" can be both an 

imperative and a value-judgement. This is plainly not possible. There may be a 

logical relation of entailment as he himself says,61 between the two. But the 

single concept of 'ought' cannot be said to have both imperative and evaluative 

meaning at the same time, as Hare seenis to suggest. Further, his conception 

of a value-judgement also is not clear. An ought-judgement like" I ought to do 

X" is, he says, a value-judgement. But while discussing' evaluation' he· discusses 

the concept-of 'good' rahter than that of 'ought'. In fact all the three concepts of 

prescription, imperative and value judgement, which he brings together, are 

quite distinct, though ir:Jterrelated, concepts. We have already seen how Ladd 

himself says that prescriptions can not be reduced to imperatives, and also 
• 

how he distinguishes them from propositions or indicatives. This means that 

the inclusion of imperatives under prescriptive language as is done by Hare, is 

not warranted.· Further,; a prescription also, is distinct in nature and function, 
. ..r . 

from an evaluation. All this goes to show that his classification of prescriptive . ' 

language is not acceptable. His general stand seems to be that 'ought' is a 
·' . 

prescriptive concept; and that, value-judgements entail imperatives, wherein, 

by value-judgemnts, he--means, in the context of 'ought', ought'-sentences used 

evaluatively._ As he sa.ys, "I do no w·ish to claim that all ought-sentences entail 

imperatives, but only that they do when they are being used evaluatively."62 

Since, there is difference in the accounts of prescription given by Ladd 

61. Op. cit p. 163, 'Value-judgements must be held to entail imperative~·. 

62. Op. cit. p. 165 
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and Hare, the question is, which of these accounts is to be accepted as more 

satisfactory. We have already noted the difficulties in Hare's account. Primarily 

they are two: (a) prescriptions, howeven strong, cannot by themselves, become 

prescriptions, as Hare thinks. This, then, decides, the issue in favour of accepting 

Lad d's view that the nature of the language of moral obligation is prescriptive, 

and its functions is to direct, to restrain, to guide or to recommend, its character 

being ideal, constraining and directive."63 

Now, though the concept of prescription itself is throughly discussed by. 

Ladd and Taylor, its applicability to the language of moral obligation seems 

rather to be taken for granted the an demonstrated. Since our purpose is to 

consider this applicability critically, we have to analyse further the concepts of 

both prescription and obligation, and see whether the nature of functions of 

the language of moral obligation are explanined quite adequately in terms of 

prescription. 

According to the College Oxford Dictionary, the meaning of 'to prescribe' 

istwo-fold. In one sense, it means' to advise, or recommend' as in the case of 

a doctor prescribing medicine to a patient; in another sense, it means 'to 

command' or 'lay down.or impose authoritatively', as in the case of an authority 

ordering his subordinate. Of these, the recommendatory use is more common, 

and perhaps, more proper too. Even on ladd's analysis the meaning of 'comand' 

falls out, at least in the moral idscourse. Hence, the chief function ofpresc.ription 

is to recommended, direct, advise and the like, as pointed out by Ladd. 

When we further consider prescriptions in this capacity, we find that they 

possess certain broad characteristics, which Ladd and Taylor have not stated, 

but which are important, nonetheless, for our purpose. They may be stated as 

follows. 

(a) A prescription is unilateral and not bilateral. By this is meant that a 

prescription does not necessarily involve consideration of 'other' or 'alters' 

to use Talcott Parson's64 term as a matter or right or claim. 'Other' may 

-' 

63. Cf. Wellman, Carl : Language of Ethics, Ch. IX. 
64. Toards' a General Theory of Action. 
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be considered, but only in so far as they affect interests of the prescribed 

and the prescribee. 

(b) A prescription cannot be categorical but only hypothetical. Being of 

the natue of recommendation, it lacks the force which categorical.ity 

implies. It is much milder. The standard expression of this force is seen 

in a command or an imperative; and come some what less strong 

expression is found in the moral 'ought'. This is because, perhaps a 

means-end consideration is explicity involved in prescriptive-situation, 

implicitly and indirectly involved in a moral situation, and is not involved 

at all in an imperative situation. 

(c) Further, a prescription is not necessarily binding on the prescribed. 

It is an advice, in this respect. In other words, though a prescriber certainly 

wishes his prescription to be accepted and acted on, still, the prescribee 

is not under any obligation to accept and act on it. 

(d) Again, the ground of a prescription need not be objective. It may be 

backed by the prescriber's own personal reasons and prompted by his 

motives. Because of the personal factor prescriptions may vary, there 

being no objective principle of prescription. 

(e) And lastly, the source of a prescription like that of a command, is 

personal, and not impersonal. This characteristic of a personal source is 

common to both the prescriptions and the imperatives alike. 

It will be seen that (d) and (e) differ from Ladd's account of prescription as 

objective and impersonal. 

We have, now, a fairly comprehensive account of the nature and function 

of the prescriptive language and of the concept of prescription. As for the nature 

of the language of moral obligation, we have already discussed it, in sufficient 

detail, in the last chapter. It is not necessary, therefore, to repeat that discussion 

here; suffice to summarize the relevant results thereof. 

We saw that it is in and through ought-sentences that the judgements, of 

moral obligation are expressed. There are many kinds of ought-sentences, 

ante-eventum and post-eventum, universal and particular, in first second and 

[80] 



third persons-singular and plural. The general upshot of the analysis of all of 

them was that, though the ought-lantuage has other functions, which may be 

collectively described as 'prescriptive functions', namely, directing, 

recommending, advising, guiding etc., they are all secondary, and, in so far as 

· the ought-language expresses genuine judgements of moral obligation, its chief 

function is to express moral binding in the form of 'demand'. We also suggested 

to call this function' obligative function' and the language 'obligative language' 

to which· belong the family of terms like requirement, expectation, owing, claim 

and, demand etc. 

Both ought-judgement and prescription 'tell someone to do something' 

'like an imperative. But this is not a sufficient reason to call ought-language 

prescriptive. The fact is that, prescriptions, imperatives and judgements of 

obligation,all of them tell somebody to do something', they direct but the ways 

in which they 'tell', are quite distinct; the one recommends or advises, the other 

commands while the third demands. The characteristics, again, of the concept 

of prescription are not quite suitable for expressing the judgement of moral 

obligation. Ladd has given three characteristics of- 'ideal', 'restraining' and 

'directive'. If we cons.ider carefully, they are only partially applicable to moral 

obligations. 'Ideal', for example, is not applicable to post-eventum, ought

sentences. Further, 'restraining' does not mean only suppressing contravening 

desires, which .is in negative meaning, but positively, it means 'binding' to do, 

in the moral discourse. There may or may not be' suppressing', but 'binding' 

there is Lastly, 'direction' does not exhaust the whole purport of 'obligation'; it is. 

a broader term. 

As noted above, there is a difference of opinion between Ladd and 

ourseleves, so far as the objectivity and impersonality of prescriptins are 

concerned. Ladd says that they are objective and impersonal, thus differing 

from imperatives. But we have suggested the opposite view. Ladd· holds this 

view because, perhaps, he takes, the applicability of the concept of prescription 

to the ought-language, for granted, rather than demonstrating it. That is why, it 

was easy for him to transfer the objectivity and impersonality of 'ought' to 

'prescription'. But analysing the bare concept of prescription, we are led to 

conclude that prescription has always a personal source, like advising, 

recommending etc., and further, like them, it need not be necessarily objective. 
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If this is true, then the diffrence between 'ought' and prescription' becomes 

obvious. Overlooking the possibility of this difference, Ladd (and Taylor also) 

assumes that 'ought' is a prescriptive concept while, in fact, it is an obligative 

concept. This is clear from the function, called prescriptive, enumerated by 

Taylor himself namely, giving advice, making a recommendatin, or offering 

guidance all of which imply a personal source. 

That the prescriptive theory (the central concept of which seems to be 

'should' rather than 'ought') is inadequate to explain the nature and function of 

the language of moral obligation. It becomes even clearer when we consider 

the characteristics of the concept of moral obligation, in comparison with those 

of the concept of prescription. Obligation is bi-lateral while prescription is uni

lateral. Further, moral obligation is categorical, or at least can be categorical, 

while prescription can not be so. Again moral obligation is necessarily binding 

while prescription is not. And lastly, the source of moral obligation is impersonal, 

while that of prescription is personal. Similarly, the ground of moral obligation is 

necessarily objective, as it involves reference to some principle, while that of 

prescription may not be objective as there is no neces·sary reference to a principle 

determining prescriptions. This, however, does not mean that presc~iptive 
. . 

discourse is not rational. Reasons may be asked, but the terms in which they 

are given may differ from those if1 which reasons are given in moral discourse. 

Thus, the concepts of prescription and obligation (especially moral), are 

quite distinct concepts, an that it is not proper to interpret the one in terms of 

the other, particularly, obligation in terms of prescription which lacks in its force. 

We are, therefore, led to conclude that, the prescriptive theory is to adequate to 

explain, satisfactorily, the nature and function of the language of moral obligation. 

We have, therefore, to seek for some other adequate concept in terms of which, 

the concept of moral obligation can be satisfactorily explained. And, it turns out 

to be the concept of 'demant'. 

We have completed the discussion of the Descriptive, Emotive, Evaluative, 

Imperative and Prescriptive theories, with a view to see how far they are 

adequate to explain, satisfactorily, the nature and function of the.language of 

moral obligation. And the conclusion of the whole discussion is that none of 
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them is adequ~te enough. This is not to say, however, that they are all completely 

false or irrelevent. To judge among theories is very difficult, to judge categorically 

is still more difficult, almost impssible. We judge only comparatively, and, if 

necessary and if we can, improve upon the existing theories. All the theories, 

which we have considered, do contain a substantial element of truth in them. 

They suffer not from untruth but from partial truth. Similarly, what they exclusively 

emphasise is not unimportant but of secondary importance, since they fail to 

do justice to the full force of 'ought'. The elements of description, emotion, 

evaluation, command and prescription emphasised by the respective theories, 

are certainly present in the vast and complex field of moral discourse; but so far 

as the concept of moral obligation is concerned, they are of secondary 

importance only. Ought-sentences in a way describe the fact of obligation; they 

also evince favourable emotive response and express the attitude of approval; 

similarly, they imply evaluation, have the force of categorical imperative and 

also prescribe a particular act or a course of conduct. But all these functions 

are secondary. Their essential function, as claimed by us, is to express moral 

demand. 

·These various theories have two-fold significance. Firstly, they clearly bring 

out the vastness and complexity of moral life and discourse. And, secondly, 

they remind us that the manifold elements emphasised exclusively by them, 

are, all part and parcel of the complex moral discourse; they have their own 

place in it. Only that, we should be able to give them their proper place. 

Accordingly, we have tried, in these pages, to give the concept of demand its 

· proper place in connection with the concept and language of moral obligation. 

7. Analysis of Model 

We will, now, consider the models of ought-language suggested by some 

moral philosophers and see whether they are applicable to the judgement of 

moral obligation. 

(I) In his "Ethics and Language", Stevenson suggests a model according 

to which the ought-sentence 'You ought to do X' can be meaningfully 

·transformed, with necessary m'odification, into "I disapprove of your leaving X 

undone; do so as well."65 The model has two elements as Stevenson himself 

65. Op.cit.p. 21 
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says, viz, speaker's disapproval of X being left undone, and an imperative 

commanding the addressee to do the same, that is, disapprove etc. I do not 

know why Stevenson chose to use the negative form, when the ought-sentence 

is clearly positive. Its positive form will be "I approve of your doing X, do so as 

well" 

The first 'approval' part is the 'emotive' aspect and the second is the 

imperative-which is addressed in order to change or intensify the attitudes of 

the hearer ('emotive' aspect describes the attitudes of the speaker). This model, 

then, is the expression of the 'attitude theory' according to which, the function 

of an ought-sentence is two-fold; (a) to describe or express attitude towards the 

doing of an action by the hearer, and (b) to evoke the same attitude in hearer or 

change or intensify it towards his own doing the actions. 

Some points are to be noted in this connection. (i) The attitude expressed 

is not towards the action X, but towards the action X, but towards 'doing it by 

the hearer' (attiude to X is to be inferred from this indirectly). (ii) Consequently, 

the thing towards which the hearer's attitude is to be changed or intensified or 

. cre.ated is not the action X, but one's own doing it. (iii) All that the imperative 

aspect aims at is 'change. in, or intensification of, hearer's attitude, may be, 

towards doing X. This is, in other words, to ask to do about X, not to do X 

proper. 

If this is a true understanding of Stevenson's model, then it is evident that 

it cannot work because it is not a satisfactory analysis of the language of moral 

obligation for the following reasons : 

(1) Moral Obligation is riot concernd merely with attitudes, but primarily with 

doing X. 

(2) It is a combination of emotive and imperative languages. If both these 

kinds are insufficient of connote moral obligation, then this model also fails. 

The approval in this model is only of the speaker, that is, of an individual, 

while in moral discourse it is believed that if an act is good or a duty etc., it will 

be approved by all. This universal element is lacking in this model. 
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(4) His original model is negative, which dos not fit in with a positive moral 

obliation. 

(5) Approval is certainly a precondition of doing a thing but mere approval is 

not sufficient to arouse one to do it. 

(6) It lacks the capacity to express the bind_ing force, impelling or 'demanding' 

the agent or the hearer to do thing, which is the characteristic of moral obligation. 

(7) This model now we discuss is the model which is proposed by Hare in his 

Language of Morals. In the_last chapter he gives us an analytical model· for 

various ethical terms. I shall discuss his model for 'ought'. Distinguishing, first, 

between the two parts of a sentence, as 'phrastic' and 'neustic', which in the 

case of universal imperative sentence, are" "All P's being Q, please", he defines 

the artificial'ought' as follow: 

"If we take a proper universal sentence 'All P's being Q, please', we may, instead 

of the latter sentence, write' All P's ought to be Q'66
. This is a definition of a 

. universal' ought'. 

Comparing this with the analysis he gives of a command' as for example, 

'Shut the door' is equal to 'yuor shutting the door in the immediate future, 

please,'67 we see that there is no significant difference between the two except 

some modifications that are necessary to make it applicable to universal form 

of ought. Even his further clarification about particular ought, namely, that it 

should be analysed through universal ought, does not affect the above equation, 

of command with ought-analysis. This means that, for Hare, 'ought' expresses 

primarilly a command, though there are other uses of ought. Of course, Hare is 

aware that this model does not do justice to all the uses of natural'ought'. We 

have to consider, whether even this analysis is sufficient or not. 

According to this model, "You ought too X" is equal to 'If you do not do X, 

you will be breaking a general' ought-principle' to which I hererby subscribe" 

The two forms-universal and particular seem to be different. Instead, we 

66. pp. 190-191. 

67. pp. 17-18 
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could have" You ought to do X" as equal to "Your doing X, please" (command 

type). I do not know why this command form is used only for the universal and 

not for the particular ought-sentences. Since 'ought' means the same in the two 

cases, he should have used the same model basically. 

Let us consider both the models. 

(A) You ought to do X= Your doing X in the immediate future, please. 

In connection with this model the following points arise: 

(1) In this model, why the neustic 'please' is used and not other ones such 

as required, commanded, demanded, etc.? Because 'please' does not cannote 

a 'command'. If, however, it does so' by definition', I shall agree for convenience. 

(2) It is applicable only to future acts. This difficulty Hare overcomes by 

giving a tense-free or neutral model as-" Your doing X, on so and so date, at 

such time, etc, please". This is not necessary because command applies oniy 

to the future acts and though, ought is wider than that, his imperative theory 

would not admit it. 

(3) This. model does ·not add to our understanding of the concept of 

'ought' or 'moral obligation', because it is just a transformation of ought sentence 

in a refined? form. The only new thing we learn is that the difference between 

descriptive or indicative and imperative or command lies, not in the phrastic, 

but in the neustics. But this again amounts to saying just that command is 

different from the indicative. This 'is so because, the phrastic etc. is a refined 

form and not an evolved one out of analysis. 

(4) 'Please' does not connote the force of moral obligation or ought. 

(5) If the imperative or command-theory of the ought language is rejected, 

this model also fails. 

(B) You ought to do X= Your not doing x breaks a genral ought-principle 

to which I hereby subscribe. 

In connection with this version of the model, the follwing points may be 

made: 
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(1) This looks like a syllogism in a concealed form and whose major 

premise is taken for granted. It is-

'You ought not to break a general ought-principle to which I subscribe. 

Your not doing X breaks it. 

Therefore, you ought to do X.' 

It is evident from the above syllogism that the two sides of the equation in 

the model correspond to the conclusion, and the minor premise respectively. 

This cannot be maintained. Moreover, this is not the meaning of moral obligation 

but a reasoning to support the moral judgement' you ought to do X'. 

(2) It has a n~gative element while the ought sentence is positive. 

(3) The reference, here to a general ought-principle, though proper, is 

incomplete, because, obedience to it is just taken for granted, 'why' should one 

obey a general ought-principle, the 'why' of the principle is not stated. 

(4) 'I hereby subsQribe' gives it a personal colour while obligation is 

universal. 

(5) It lacks the 'binding' force of 'ought' and leaves room for an option 

for not doing in the sense of not accepting the general principle itself but ' 

demand' is not recognised here as the meaning of moral obligation. 

8. Conclusion 

From the above discussion of the two models, it becomes clear that they 

are both inadequate to bring out completely the nature, function and significance 

of the judgement of moral obligation. The complexity involved in the concept, 

and consequently in the judgement, of moral obligation cannot be brought within 

the ken of these models, Hence the necessity of new model capable of doing 

justice to the. complexity of the judgement of moral obligation. We have tried to 

incorporate in its formulation all the essential constituents of the concept of 

moral obligation, or what may be called, the referents of the obligative language. 
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CHAPTER- V 

NATURE OF MORAL OBLIGATION 

1. Prelude to the Second Part 

2. Meaning and Kinds of Obligation 

3. Shades of the Meaning of Moral Obligation 

4. Definability of Moral Obligation. 

5. Important Features 

6. Prescription, Command and ·Demand 

7. Moral Demand 

8. Kant's Theory 

9. Other Views 

10. Some Similar Views 

1. Prelude to the Second Part 

In the first of this study, we undertook an analysis of the various kinds of 

ought-sentences with a view to finding out the essential nature and function of 

the l~nguage of moral obligation, and saw that the language of moral obligation 

is essentially a demand-language, that the concept of demand is central to any 

theory which tries to explain the nature or the concept of moral obligation. 

The purpose of this part of out study is to further clarify the nature of 

moral obligation by subjecting that notion to a through conceptual analysis. In 

other words, while, in the first part, we tried to know the essential nature of the 

language of moral obligation, in this part, we shall try to understand the essential 
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nature of the concept of moral obligation itself. This presupposes the distinction 

between linguistic analysis and conceptual analysis. In justification of this 

distinction we have only to reiterate our view, which we had stated in connection 

with the limitation of linguistic analysis, that a language does not, and perhaps 

cannot, completely exhaust the reality-the concepts-which it tries to express. 

Hence the need of conceptual analysis in addition to linguistic one. The two, of 

course, cannot but the complementary to each other, together giving us the 

complete picture of a concept. Some parts of them may even be overlapping. 

We shall try .to analyse the concept of moral obligation with a view to 

answering the questions like-What is 'obligation'? what is 'moral obligation'? In 

what does the morality of 'moral obligation' consist? What is the structure of the 

concept of 'moral obligation'? what are its from and content? Is it subjective or 

objective? How is it related to human motivation ? How is it distinguishable 

from and related to other kinds of obljgation? - and a number of related 

questions. 

The conclusions of the study, in the first part, of the language or moral 

obligation which e1re important for answering the above questions are( a) The 

concept of moral obligation is a complex concept analysable into its various 

constituents. (b) The moral binding represented by it is essentially ofthe nature 

of 'demand'. That is, its meaning is obligative. (c) The concept of obligation 

involves a reference to its ground. (d) It has a variety of uses, moral and non

moral. Its essentially moral use is to represent a demand of l~eal. (where 'Ideal' 

is its ground). 

Bearing these important conclusions in mind, let Lis now try to analyse the 

concept of moral obligation somewhat elaborately. 

2. Meaning and Kinds of Obligation 

The expression 'moral obligatin' itself points to the fact that it is only a 

species of the more general concept of 'obligation' as such. Besides moral 

obligation, there may be other non-moral obligations like political, social, legal, 

religious ones. In order to understand the concept of moral obligation we shall 

have first to understand what is obligation and then go on to find out in what 

does the morality of moral obligation consist. 
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As Laird 1 says, the essence of the concept of obligation is 'binding' of 

some sort. This can be seen from its root, ligare which means 'to bind'. It also 

means 'to owe' or 'to be indebted.' In this sense the concept of obligation comes 

nearer to, and, become almost identical with the concept of Rna2 in Hindu 

Ethics. Thus, to be under obligation means to be bound and to know the nature 

of moral obligation is to know the nature of moral binding. 

The binding represented by obligation is not natural impulsiveness forcing 

one to act in a particular way towards the object of the impulse, though it is 

sometimes said that 'I was obliged to beat my son by my hot temper'. In other 

words, obligations by natural tendencies are not genuine obligations. The same 

can be said of the types of obligation, discussed by Noweii-Smith, apart from 

moral obligations, as they are of the nature ofarbitrary enforcement. 

Nowell-smith3 describes three types of obligation apart from moral 

obligation viz. obligation by circumstances, obligation by threats, and legal and 

quaci-legal obligations. Obligation~ by circumstances prevent our carrying out 

our original plans rather than force us into doind something else. They prevent 

us in two ways-1 cannot continue because, 

(a) the obstacle pla~ed by the circumstances is beyond me to overcome, 

i.e., because 'I cannot help,' and 

(b) it is undesirable to continue because of worse consequences. · 

Thus, impossibility and undesirability are the two ways of prevention. Of 

these, the second is analogous to moral obligation because, it applies to 

voluntary acts, that is, in that case I can choose otherwise. That is to say, in 

one case, man is not free, in the other, he is though in a limited sense. The 

circumstances that oblige, are exceptional and not taken into consideration 

when the original action is planned. 

1. An Enquiry into Moral Notions. p. 1 04, See the whole Ch. VIII. 
2. The Doctrine of Rnatraya is one of the very significant doctrines of Hindu Ethics. The 

three debts are Devarna, Rsirna and Pitrrna. Some add the fourth-Manusyarna which 
perhaps touches the core of social morality. 

3. Noweii-Smith, P.H. Ethics, pp. 201-211. 
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He, further, states but disapproves, the view that 'one's own motives can 

be said to oblige'4 . That is, obligation by motives. I agree with Noweii-Smith in 

discarding this view. Motives cannot be said to 'oblige', that is, 'bind' us in the 

proper sense of the term. As he says, "It is logically impossible that all motives 

should oblige, since we talk of being obliged only when our desires are thwarted, 

that is to say when we are obliged to do something other than what we wanted 

or intended to do; and this implies that there was something which we wanted 

or intended to do. Obliging motives presuppose monobliging motives; freedom 

is the ability to fulfil one's aims, not the state of being aimless"5• 

As for the obligations by threats, they resemble those by circumstance. 

he chooses to do what he does, but h"e is not free to choose. The threat is and 

untoward and unusual circumstance which interferes with his free choice. 

With regard to the legal and quaci-legal obligations, they are all associated 

· with penalities. "If I do something ·because I am obliged to do it by a shcool rule, 

(a) !.choose to do it; 

(b) . my choice is not free one, for I would not have done it but for the 
. . 

rule: 

(c) I have no motive for doing it apart from the rule; and 

(d) I must have sdme motive for doing it''6 

This motive may be eitherfear of the consequences of disobedience or "sense 

of duty" etc. 

As for the general notion of obligation, he says that " .•.... the logic of 

obligation requires a conflict between the obligation to do something and the 

inclination not to do it. But it is important to notice that this conflict is part of the 

general back-ground of the concept of obligation and need not occur in every 

case."7 In my view, this logical requirement is there only from the agent's 

subjective point of view of feeling, and not from the objective one which states, 

4. Ibid, p. 204 
5. Ibid, p. 206 
6. ibid, p. 209 
7: Ibid, pp. 210-211 
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merely, the fact of obligation. From the above discussion, one gets an impression 

that obligation is essentially a concept of coersion or force, opposed to 'freedom' 

in its essentiality. It is true that obligation is a concept of directive and constraining 

binding. But that it is arbitratily coersive cannot be accepted. In certain cases 

e.g. Newell-Smith's first example of obligations by circumstances, one is forced 

to do a thing or rather, not to do the decided thing, because it is impossible. But 

of such acts, we cannot speak in terms of genuine obligation. However, if 

coersion means 'against desire' then it is true to some extent. But then, all 

obligations need not be coersive in this sense. There may be non-coersive, as 

well as coersive obligations. Especially, in case of moral obligations we know 

that they are self-imposed not necessarily always against desire. What I want 

to say is that the concept of obligation does not have coersion, in the sense 

especially of arbitrary compulsion, as a part of its meaning. It is a binding, a 

restraint, a limitation, no doubt, but whether self-imposed or not, it is at least, 

reasonable and not arbitrary. This is true not only of moral, but also of non

moral obligations. If it is not accepted, then the 'justifiability' of obligations or 

their principles will have no meaning. For a genuine obligation whether moral 

or non-moral, to exist, there must be some system, principle or reason_. As for 

example, it is because of the social, political, legal and religious systems of 

governing human conduct that the respective obligations arise. In fact, all kinds 

of obligation in connection with human conduct refer to interpersonal relationship, 

directly or indirectly. Incase of legal obligation, it may appear, as Hart8 says, 

that coersion in the form of penalty etc. is one of its features. But even there, it 

is concerned not with the essential nature of legal obligation but with its 

execution,. Thus; even though there may be element ofcoersion, it is concerned 

more with compelling one to discharge one's obligation or duty, than with one's 

having a duty or obligation, Hart9 himself recognized this distinction between 

'obliging' (or compelling), and creating an obligation, but seems to fail to maintain 

it while describing the essential nature of the concept of obligation. 

Thus, it will be seen that there is a distinction between 'being under 

obligation' and 'being obliged or compelled' to do an act. Coersion is involved 

8. Hart, H. L.A. "Legal and Moral Obligation". in Meldon (Ed.) Essays in Moral 
Philosophy, pp. 82-107. 

9. Ibid, p. 98. 
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not in the former case, but in the latter. In fact, we expect people to know and 

discharge their respective obligations which are created, not arbitrarily by 

anybody but by the systems which either they themselves have built up in their 

owri interest or are gounded in human nature. That we should be required to 

use coersion or enforce sanctions in order to get duties done by people only 

points to the weaknes to which human nature is prone. But to infer from this 

that coersion is an essential feature of the concept of obligation itself, will be to 

obliterate the distinction between creating an obligation and enforcing it. 

Besides its moral use, 'ought' has also many non-moral uses. In all of 

them we see that it expresses binding which is not arbitrary but involves some 

system or principle. Holling-worth*10 for example, enumerates as many as ten 

kinds of 'ought' one of them being moral. The rest are the various oughts of 

inference, completion, beauty, welfare, utility, safety, custom, justice and 

legislation. T_hough the list is not satisfactory, still it helps to bring out clearly 

that 'ought'· or· 'obligation' is never arbitrary but involves a reference to some 

principle or system as said above. In other words, we may say that 'obligation' 

does ·have some ground. This, further, assures its objectivity or uniform 

applicability to all concerned~·lt is on the basis of 'ground' that an obligatioJ"1 is 

defended when it is either objected to or denied. This dimension of 'ground' is 

very significant in case of moral obligation. 

3. Shades of the Meaning of Moral Obligation. 

We may, now point out two varieties and certain subtle nuances of the 

meaning of moral obligation. They are obligation to 'be' and obligation to 'do' 

The former may be called 'existential' and the latter 'behavioural' one. The one 

states what we ought to be, and the other, what we ought to do. It is the 

behavioural obligations which are generally expressed in the ought-sentences. 

Having said this, we should not forget that though the distinction between these 

two varieties ·is theoritically significant, yet practically there is an intimate 

interrelation between them. Existential obligation refers to moral ideal, because, 

10. Hollingworth, H. L. Psychology and Ethics, p. 18. This is a very good study of the 
'Sense of Obligation,' as its sub-title suggests, from the psychological point of view. 
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as Frankena says, "more properly speaking, moral ideals are ways of being 

rather than of doing"11
• But 'doing' cannot be separted from 'being'. In fact, it is 

through 'doing' - (morally obligatory acts) - that 'being' (moral goodness) 

expresses itself, we may say, therefore, that so fare as moral ideal is concerned. 

We speak in terms of 'ought to be'. But so far as moral obligations are concerned, 

we speak in terms of 'ought to be'. But so far as moral obligations are concerned, 

we speak in terms of 'ought to do.'12 

As for the nuances of the meaning of moral obligation, we see that moral 

obligation has twofold meaning. It means either (a) a moral fact of binding, or 

(b) a psychological fact of an agent's actual feeling of binding. What the 

judgements of moral obligation like 'you ought to do X' express is (a) It is possible 

to express (b) only in first person judgements of obligation like 'I am under 

obligation to do X' or 'I ought to do X.' Even there, it need not necessarily 

express the actual feeling of binding. It may express either the recog~ition of 

binding in-the sense (a) of a decision. In fact we should distinguish among 

three different shades of meaning expressed in statements : 

(i) X is under obligation to do Y. 

(ii) .X recognizes that he is under obligation to do Y and 

(iii) X feels to be under obligation 

(i) is an objective judgement stating the moral fact of obligation : (ii) is 

'X's subjective intellectual awareness or consciousness of this fact (i); and (iii) 

is X's subjective feeling of restraint or determination or binding impelling or 

motivation him to act on H. 

We may ask further, what is the psychological nature of this subjective 

feeling of obligation ? Is it, like feeling, an emotional excitement? If so, what is 

the difference between obligative and non-obligative (ordinary) feelings? It may 

be said, in answer, that the former is approval and/or'admiration, as Rogers, 

11. Frankena, W.K. Ethics, p. 54 
12. Princhard, H.A. also in his Moral Obligation. pp-93-94, rejects the second meaning of X 

ought to do so and so viz. If X does so arid so, his doing so and so ought to exist, though 
for a reason of his own. Again, he says. "The word 'ought' refers to actions, and to actions 

alone" p.4. 
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Hume etc. hold. But he question remains, what is the difference between 

obligative and non-obligative approval and or admiration because, all cases of 

approval etc. are not clearly, obligative. When it is said that obligation is felt by 

X, it means, X has immediate awareness plus acceptance of the fact that he is 

subject to the general demand or binding as experessed in a principle or law, 

and therethrough, to do a particular act in the given situation. It is this immediacy 

of the recognition and acceptance of the fact of being under obligation that 

likens it to feeling. 

The second meaning of 'obligation' is 'sense of obligation.' 'Sense of 

obligation; is also used in the sense of a 'psychological disposition' to 'feel 

obliged' when one is aware (intelectually) of one's duty or obligation, to do it. 

This meaning makes 'sense of obligation' equivalent to moral'temperament;' in 

general, and what is important, a precondition to 'feel obliged.'. lt is, in short; 

'sensitivity' to obligations. 'Sense of obligatin' is used primarily in-the first 'sense 

of feeling' and only secondarily, in the second sense of capacity for this 'feeling'. 

It has also a third minor use as in 'sense of duty' being a motive, meaning, 

to do an act because it is duty. With a slight difference, as in 'X has a fine sense 

of duty', it means 'X has a keen disposition to do what is his duty'. 

4. Definability of Moral Obligation 

As for the na~ure of the concept of moral obligation proper, a significant 

beginning will be to discuss a view of moral obligation, which makes it an 

unanalysable and indefinable concept. It is a characteristic view of Intuitionism 

to hold that moral terms like 'good', 'right' and 'ought' represent unique, simple, 

unanalysable and idenfinable properties. G.E. Moore13 is the famous champion 

of this view in case of 'good'. H.A. Prichard14 and E. F. Carritt15 hold this view, 

very strongly, about 'obligation'. and Sir David Ross16
, about 'right'. Princhard's 

whole argument in his celebrated article 'Does Moral Philosophy Rest on a 

Mistake?"17 and in other writings is based on the view that moral obligation is 

13. Principia Ethica, p.6 

14. Moral Obligation. 
15. See. Ethical and political Thinking and Theory of Morals. 
16. Foundations of Ethics. 
17. Mind, 1912: reprinted in Moral Obligation, pp. 1-17. 
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an un analysable and indenfinable concept and that all attempts to defind it in 

terms other than intself are hopelessly misconceived. Ross is echoing the same 

view when he says, about right. "And, indeed, the more we think of the term 

Right, the more convinced we are likely to be that it is an indfinable term and 

that when one attempts to define it, one will either name something plainly 

different from it, or use a term which is a mere synonym for it."18 

Coming to Prichard's own view of the meaning of moral obligation, We 

see that according to him 'X ought to do so and so' means either- (a) X is under 

moral obligation to do so and so :or (b) If X does so and so, his doing so and 

so ought to exist19 He accepts (a) and rejects (b) because, firstly, the phrase 

'ought to exist' strikes as artificial. Secondly, such a statement (i.e. [b]) is not, in 

meaning as well as in grammatical form, categorical and lastly, it presupposes 

a teleological interpretation of obligation. Thus finally, for him, 'X ought to do so 

and so 'means 'X is under moral. obligation to do so arid so,' where 'being under 

obligation' is a special kind of attribute of X. This attribute, he says, further, "is 

sui generis, i.e. unique, and therefore incapable of having its nature expressed 

in terms of the nature of anything eise."20 In brief, this view supports the following 

propositions : 

(i) that the concept of moral obligation essentially represents, 'being under 

moral obligation'; (ii) that 'being under moral obligation' is an attribute, (iii) that 

it is the attribute of the moral agent, and (iv) that it is a unique, unanalysable 

and indefinable attribute. 

In fairness to this theory, we must admit that it does ascribe some meaning 

to 'moral obligation' which is objective and not simply emotive, and that "moral 

judgements are really judgemerits,·not expressions offeelings," as Blanshard21 

also admits. But it is too unique to be analysable even in other ethical terms, 

and is known only intuitively. C.D. Broad22 seems to suggest a genus for 'moral 

18. Foundations of Ethics p.43. 
19. Op. cit, pp. 93-94. 

20. Lac. Cit. 
21. Reason and Goodness ... 159 
22. Five Types orEthical Theory. 
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obligation' in the form of 'fittingness' or 'appropriateness,' which Ross is also 

inclined to accept. But, he says that we do not have its proper differentia.23 

Now, the first propostion is tautologous and is really another version of 

the fourth. The second proposition states the attribute theory of the nature of 

moral obligation. Now, we know that moral obligation expresses moral binding. 

The concept of binding, further, involves a reference at least to two factors, 

namely, one who is bound (Agent) and that which binds him, (through Law or 

ideal) viz. Act. Thus, binding is a kind of relation between these two factors. 

'Being under obligation' in case of Agent, 'obligatoriness' in the case of Act, 

express the same relation of moral binding from the respective points of view, 

of Agent and Act, they are two aspects of the same relationship. It is, however, 

misleading if the two are taken separately. Because, then, they appear to be 

the attributes of Agent and Act respectively, and not the two aspects of a single 

relationship. Precisely this has happened in case of Princard, who goes still 

further to re~trict the whole meaning of nioral obligation to 'being under obligation' 

only, ignoring, 'obligatoriness' of Act altogether. In fact, as we have seen, the 

concept of moral obligation is even more complex as it involves a reference to 

as many as five factors, namely. Agent, Act, Situation, Law and Ideal or Ground. 

Princhard, ignoring this complexity, restricts its meaning to a single factor of 

Agent who is 'under obligation', that is, who is morally bound. But he must be 

bound by something and it is precisely this something which is very important 

in case of moral obligation as it brings out the morality of moral binding, 

distinguishing it from non-moral binding. Prichard emphasised only 'being bound' 

but, strangely refused to .answer, 'by what]? in case of moral obligation is 

concerned, the 'artribute theory' of Prichard is unsatisfactory. it can not be 
~ 

represented as an attribute either of Agent,· as 'being under obligation,' or of 

Act, as 'obligatory', because, it represents essentialy a complex relation of 

binding. This disposes of the third proposition, and, as we shall presently, see, 

even the last. 

Coming to the last proposition, it seems that the possible ground for holding 

23. Blanshard B. in his Reason and Goodness, pp. 155-157, rejects 'fittingness,' as the common 

ground of rightness. 
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the view that_the concept of moral obligation is unanalysable or indefinable, are 

two, namely (a) it is a simple concept; and (b) though complex, the unity of its 

elements is unique_ Of these, (a) is clearly unaceptable, since, as seen before 

moral obligation is not a simple concept, but a very complex one. It is the purpose 

of this study to bring out and describe its constitutive factors, and try to explain 

the nature of their interrelation represented by the concept of moral obligation. 

As to (b), we can not accept it also, because complexity and uniqueness in the 

sense of unanalysability do not go together. 

There is, however, a grain of truth which all intuitionists grasped, as 

Warnock points out, namely, "the truth that moral judgements are in some 

important way different from, say, assertions of empirical facts, or commands, 

or aesthetic judgements or expressions of taste24 and cannot be reduced to 

eigher of them. But, as he further says, their account of the differences is so 

jejune as to be worse than useless; the view is positively misleading, not because 

it does not answer the central question of moral philosophy, namely, why should 

I be moral? or to put it differently, what is the ground of moral obligation? but 

because it simply describes the question itself as illegitimate and holds lhat 

moral philosophy rests on a mistake as it is an attempt to answer this central 

illegitimate" question. 

5. Important Features : 

5. Now, some important features of the concept of Moral Obligation25 may 

be states as follows: 

(a) Moral obligation is bi-lateral in nature. It involves the consideration 

of other fellow-beings and their claims. As.Raphael says, "Obligations are always 

to other beings"26 That is, they are inter-personal or social in nature. This is 

evident from the content of moral obligation. The point is that, a moral obligation 

cannot be conceived apart from a claim, personal or impersonal. 

24. Warnock, G.J.: Contemporary Moral Philosophy, p. 13. 
25. These are already mentioned in Sec.' 3 of Ch. Ill, in the context of the language of moral 

obligation. They are recapitulated here for clarifying the concept of moral obligation_ 

26. Raphael D.O.: Mora/Judgement, Ch. VII. 
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(b) It is capable of being interpreted and expressed both denotologically 

and teleologically. This is a very important characteristic. It means that the 

concept of moral obligation contains both the elements. In other words, it is a 

meeting point of such dualities as rule and end, regulation and fulfilment, right 

and good, law and ideal. etc. Deontology is concerned with its nature, teleology 

with its ground. In fact, it is the purpose of this thesis to establish this pr9position 

and reconcile deontology and teleology in a comprehensive theory or moral 

obligation. 

(c) Moral obligation means necessary binding. This necessity is 

described as 'moral riecessity27• as distinct from logical or casual necessity, and 

is expressed through the compelling force of ought in the language of moral 

obligation. Kant believed that this necessity is rational, that is, it arises out of 

the rationality of man. But this cannot be accepted because, reason give rise to 

logical necessity only. At best it _helps to realise it but cannot-create it. The 

source of this necessity can be described only after a careful consideration of 

the ground of moral obligation. 

(d) Moral-obligation is universal. This means that it is reasonable and 

objective. In other words, it has a ground which is common to all. A judgement 

of moral obligation cannot be pronounced without there being some objective 

ground on which it is based. This is true especially of the moral obligations 

which are generalized into moral rules. 

(e) And lastly, the ground of moral obligation is; ultimately, impersonal 

in nature. This is evident from such expressions as 'claims of morality', 'requir~d 

by social good.' 'owe to society,' 'demand of ideal.' 'dictates of reason' and so 

on. The impersonality of the ground of moral obligation is directly connected 

with its universality and objectivity. 

We may now state certain implications of the concept of Moral obligation 

as characterized above. 

27. Noweii-Smith: op.cit.pp. 201-211. 
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(a) 'Ought implies can' is a famous statement. It means that the world of 

moral obligation is limited to the field of possible acts. An act which is impossible 

. for a man to do, cannot be obligatory. This implication is practically as well as 

theoritically important. The distinction, drawn by Broad,28 between the narrower 

and the wider senses of 'ought' is based on it. In the narrower sense, 'ought' 

applies only to those actions which an agent could do if he willed. In the wider 

sense there is no such restriction, and therefore cannot be accepted according 

to Broad. This is true, but we must be very careful while deciding the possibiluty 

or impossibility of an act. It may be generally said, in this regard that obligations 

are not state? in the 'wid~r· sense of 'ought' and therefore, the distinction drawn 

by Broad loses much of its force. The formula, of course embodies the whole of 

the moralist's case for the freedom of will. 29 

(b) The concept·of moral obligation also implies 'essence of obligation' 

·in the moral agent. A judgement of moral obligation will have no meaning if the 

agent has no. capacity to realize the fact of his 'being under obligation' and its 

moral authority. 

(c) Obligation further, implies, not any the voluntary acceptance of moral 

binding by the agent, qut also binding of 'acting as per obligation.' As stated 

earlier in a different context, an 'ought-judement implies a further second order 

general oughtjudgemeflt namely, "o'ne ought to act as per obligation expressed 

in the (first-order) ought.:.judgement". This implication, has important bearing on 

the problem of 'motivation and moral obligation.' Unlike other judgments, the 

judgements of moral obligation are mostly behavioural in nature. They express 

'demands' regarding certain courses of conduct and are not just descriptive. 

This means that the moral agents are required to 'act' as per those demand, 

and not just to listen or believe. 

(d) Again, it implles a~ 'authority' making demand on the moral agents. 

This authority is expressed through the peculiarly compellin_g force of 'ought'. 

28. Broad : op. cit. p. 161. 
29. See. : Mayo, B. Ethics and the Moral Life, Ch. XII. 

An agent will voluntarily accept the moral binding or obligation any if he has a sense of 
obligation. For this reason, society tries to develop it in its members through education in 
general and moral training in particular. 
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We shall discuss the nature of this authority somewhat elaborately in the last 

part. Here, it will suffice to note only a few points about it. Firstly, it is impersonal. 

Secondly, it is not external, but is inherent in the 'demand' itself. And lastly, it is 

not forced on the agents, but is voluntarily accepted by them, that is, its 

acceptance comes from within, so to say. This authority is peculiar to and 

distinctive of the concept of moral obligation. 

6. Prescription, Command and Demand 

We know that th.e essence of the nature of moral obligation is 'binding' of 

some sort. A theory of moral obligation tries to explain the nature of this binding 

in its own terms like 'command' or 'prescription' etc. We have already discussed 

some important theories in connection with the language of moral obligation, 

quite elaborately. There w_e saw that the meaning of 'moral obligation' is neither 

descriptive, nor evaluative, nor again, emotive. Further, it is not even either 

imperative or prescriptive. It is not necessary to repeat the discussion of these 

theories over again. Here, I wish only to point out the differences in the logical . 

strucdtures of the conce,pts of presecription, command and demand. For this 

and other purposes throughout the present work, I must say, my conception of 

prescription is based on the model of medical prescription. In other contexts 

like law, it seems to function like command. 

Now, the logic of command requires that (i) A command is to be obeyed 

simply because it is a command (ii) No reason can be asked for why the particular 

command is given. This is not to say that command is always arbitrary, or 

unreasonable but that the authority of the commander to issue commands is 

presupposed. When once this authority is accepted, no justification can be 

asked for the commands that he issues. (iii) No alternatives are open in case of 

command, which means that the commanded is not free, he must do what is 

commanded. This is way full-fieldged imperative mood is used to express 

commands, thus selectfng its ~wn appropriate languae. (iv) It does not fit in the 

logic of command to speak of a 'generalized command,' that is to say, there is 

no principle behind commands. Its authority is personal. And (v) command has 

nothing to do with man's nature or aspirations. 

It will be clear from the above characterization of the logic of command, 

that moral bindings cannot be said to be of the nature of commands, as the 
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logical behaviour of the two concepts is not identical. In the case of moral 

obligations, the agent is free to choose out of many alternatives; ask for their 

justification; they have a principle behind them; their authority is impersonal; 

they are related to human nature and aspirations, and so on. What is common 

to both the moral binding and command, is 'binding': but in one case it is self

imposed, in another, imposed from without. 

The same is the case with the Presecriptive Theory, for a regards the 

nature of the concept of prescription we see that- It is unilateral, and not bi

lateral. By this I mean that a prescription does not necessarily involve a reference 

to or consideration of others as matter of right or claim. Others may be considered · 

while prescribing. But on.ly is so far as they affect the interests of the a·gent. (ii) · 

Prescription s·eems to )mply a means end consideration, e.g. a medical·. 

prescription. It cannot b~categorical. End is decided and means is prescribed.· 

This end is agent's personal one. (iii) Prescription is not necessarily binding.' 

(iv) The basis of a prescription may be prescriber's own personal consideration . 

in addition to the agent's it may not be social. 

These char;;:~cteristfcs snow that prescribing is similar to advising, guiding,;. 

recomme~ding etc. But it. we consider the concept of nioral obligation, we see:~ . -~ ~ 

.that (I) it is bi-lateral i.e.~involves the consideration of others claims (2) it mal: 

not necessarily refer to~~nd, at lea~t within moral field; (3) it is a n_ecessary~: 
binding, and (4) it has behind it or as its basis, an impersonal reason or principle.> 

This shows that the logi6pf the concept of moral obligation is different from that'. 

of the concept of prescrt~tion. . . 
,· . 

. The ·ab9ve dis~u&~ion leads to the conclusion that the concepts of. 
. ~·: 

command and prescripti~n are inadequate to express the nature of the concept· 

of moral obligation. we·_ have proposed in the first part of this study that the. 

· language of moral oblig~~ion is 'obligative' and its function is to express moral 

'demand'. In conformity with that obligative theory of the language of moral 

obligation, we propose, h(:lre, the demand theory of the nature of moral obligation. 

According to it, the nature of 'moral obligation' can be most adequately and 

satisfactorily stated in terms of the concept of demand, a moral obligation is a 

moral demand, and to be under obligation is to be subject to 'demand.' 
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In what follows, we shall give a very brief nutshelled comparative account 

of the three concepts of Prescription, Command and Demand with regard to 

certain points which are important for understanding_ their essential nature. 

No. Points 

1. Language 

2. Function 

3. Nature of 
Binding 

4. Constituents 

30. See. Chs. VI, VII. 
31. Ibid, p. 112 

Prescription 

Prescriptive 

to · 

prescribe, 
recommend 

Not necessary, 
cail be arbitrary 

) 

(A') Concept 
(a) prescriber 
(b) Prescribee 
( cfPrescriptum 
(d) Situation 

(eJ:Ground ._, 

Command 

Imperative 

to 
command, 
order 

Demand 

Obligative 

to 
demand 

Necessary; Necessary; 
can bearbitrary cannot be arbitrary 

(A) Concept (A) Concept 
(a) Commander (a) Demander (Ideal) 
(b) Commandee (b) Demandee 
(c) Commandum (c) Demandum 
(d) Situation (d) Situation · 
(e) Authority (e) Principle or Law 

(Bjlanguage (B)Language (B)Language 
(a~:Act (i) (a) Act 
(b}'Prescriptive quality (a) Descriptor (b) Obligative 
(Ladd)30. (b) Dieter relationship. 

(Duncan-Jones)31 (Interrelation among 
(ii) Ideal, Agent, Act, 
(a) Phastic; Situation & Law) 
(b) Neustic 
(Hare)32 

(iii) 
(a) Act 
(b) Imperative quality 
(Von wright)33 

32. The Language of Morals. 
33. "Deontic Logic," MindVol. LX. 
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No. Points Prescription Command Demand 

5. Whether bi-lateral34 No. (No claim of Yes.(Ciaim of Yes. (Claim of 

'others' is involved) authotiry is 'other' is involved, 

involved, but and is represented 

no claim of by Law) 

'others') 

6. Consideration Not necessarily Not necessarily Necessarily 

involved objective and objective and objective and 

impersonal impersonal impersonal. 

7. Basis Based mainly on Based on based on the 

means end authority inherent interrelation 

consideration among the 

l constituents 

8. Justification One can ask for it, One cannot ask One can ask for it 

but it need not be for it. and it has-to be 

objective. objective. 

9. Force Recommendatory Compelling Impelling 

(from without) (from within) 

1 0. Authority External External Internal and 

inherent: 

34. Bi-laterality means that the notion of'claim'. relating to 'binding', is involved in the concept 

itself. 
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7. Moral Demand 

The concept of moral demand being central to our theory of moral 

obligation, it is desirable to clarify its nature in some detail. Firstly, the concept 

of moral demand is a complex concept having many referents. It is a relational 

concept expressing the inherent relation of binding among these referents . 

. This relation is not external, changing with the things on which it depends; it is 

inherently present in those referents and it, therefore, permanent. It is because 

of this inherent binding that morality is said to be natural and the Moral Law is 

identified with the Natural Law; the referents, as referred to by the obligative 

language, are four, namely, Agent, Act, Situation and Principle or Standard. Of 

these, the first three, viz. Agent, Act, Situation are directly referred to, while the 

Principle is only indirectly referred to by the language of moral obligation. 

Conceptually, we see that demand refers to one more factor, namely its ground. 

Some thinkers (deontologists) have indentified this ground with Principle itself. 

Broadly, we have, in all, five referents constituting the complex structure 

of the concept of demand, namely, Agent, Act, Situation, Principle of Law and 

Ideal. When expressed in t~e language of demand, we can call them, following 

LadcJ35 Demands (Agent), Demandum (Act), Demand-Situation, Demand

Principle and q~mand-Ground-or we should say, Demander. The rel.ation of 

binding, about which we a~e speaking here, is the inherent interrelation among 

these factors, called 'demand'. 

We realize, further, that, 'demand' has a 'mysteriously compulsive force'36 

as expressed in the 'ought' language. Kant ascribes it the status of 'command' 

in the form of the Categorical Imperative, while other (prescriptivists) ascribe a 

presecriptive force to it. We hold that the force of moral demand is neither as 

strong and compelling as a command, nor as weak and just recommendatory 

as a prescription. I know that almost all the moral thinkers fall into these two 

camps ·holding one or the other of the two views, namely, imperative theory 

and prescriptive theory. I, however, beg humbly to differ from these traditionally 

35. Ladd, F. Structure of a Moral Code, Ch. VI. 
36. Hawton, H. : The Humanist Revolution, p.92 
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reputed views of moral obligation. If we closely understand the nature of the 

concept of demand or moral obligation, we find that this mysteriously compulsive 

force of ought lies in between the forces of command and prescription. This is 

borne out by our critical discussion of both the theories and concepts. 

We saw that the Demander has claim on the Agent-which is expressed in 

the form of demand. This demand, however, is to be accepted by the Agent on 

his own. The concept of 'acceptance' is very important in the moral field because 

moral binding is never an external compulsion enforced on the moral agent, 

but is a voluntary submission on his part to the authority of 'the moral' because 

it is inherently related to his very being and nature. Acceptance is an integral 

part of moral authority which may be the Moral Law itself or some Ideal, on 

which the Law is based. The distinctive characteristic of moral demand is that 

its acceptance is inherent. 

Now, acceptance· of demand on the part of the agent presupposes the 

legitimacy of the demand. A demand cannot be acceptable unless it is legitimate. 

It means that, like acceptance, legitimacy also is inherent to a moral demand. 

In fact, it is because of the inherent legitimacy of moral demand that it is 

universally accepted. Broadly, legitimacy means well-grounded ness. What is it 

in the very nature of moral demand which makes it legitimate and aceptable to 

all will be evident only after the nature of the ground of moral obligation is 

thoroughly understood. 

Further, this legitimacy lends objectivity to the moral demand. By objectivity 

is not meant complete lack of subjective elemen~. We have seen above that 

morality is necessarily voluntary and voluntariness is a subjective factor. 

Acceptance of the moral demand arid actual choice or decision to that effect 

are all subjective matters. Objectivity means reasonableness, rationality and 

independence from Individual whim or caprice. Though the decision-maker is 

an. individual agent, his decision is not·entirely a function of his own sweet will, 

but is governed by considerations other than purely individual, that is 

consideration of ··other' or social considerations, as well. Those like the 

Emotivists, who deny any rationality to moral life and discourse, may not accept 

objectivity of moral demand. But then, they cannot account for the .acceptance, 
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the legitimacy, the objectivity and the apparent rationality of moral demand 

which we do experience in fact and which the logic of moral concepts also 

involves. 

The universal ought-sentences are an indication of the fact that moral 

demands are universal. They are not confined to only a section of human beings, 

but are addressed to all of them who are entitled to be moral agents. Even 

taking exceptions into consideration, it can be said that universality is one of 

the important characteristics of the morality of 'demand'. These demands are 

expressed in the form of moral rules. Kant makes them applicable to all the 

retional beings, human and non-human also. Generalization in moral discourse 

is possible only because of this universality of'demand'. True, actually 'demand' 

is made on the individual agent. But this is an application of a rule to that agent 

and the situation in which he finds himself. The very fact that rules can be 

framed for all the agents, clearly brings out the universality of moral demand. 

Moreover the supreme Moral demand may be based either on rationality of the 

agents or on their common set up of nature or again on the common Ideal 

which they pursue with mutual help. Thus the universality of 'demand' need 

not, like objectivity, necessarily appeal only to 'rationality', there may be other 

common grounds, or may be, that all these are together at work to make it 

universal. 

Next distinctive charactiristic of demand is its impersonality. The 

impersonality is really that of the deman~er. Broadly speaking, the demander is 

the ideal. It determines the moral law and through it all the moral rules-and 

particular acts. It is true that an ideal cannot exist in itself, it is to be accepted 

and followed by some person. Moreover, it is appointed by the person's own 

nature. yet, ideal as such and also, ideal as the demander, is not personal. 

Impersonality of the demander make it immune to caprice and failure, and in 

case of a common ideal, makes it impartial in making demands on all concerned. 

This means that the actual demand is related to the demander, or ideal, as a 

means to an end or is itself an embodiment of the ideal. 

The nature of mora~ demand, as distinct from non-moral one, is that it is 

superior to any other demand. We shall discuss this point in some detail when 

we shall consider 'the morality' of moral demands. Here, we may only not that 
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in case of clash of demands, moral demand always gets precedence over non

moral ones. In fact, other demands themselves must have moral basis without 

which they are reduced merely to coercive and forced regulation. This superiority 

is not external but inherent. The reason of this is that while the non-moral 

demands are made on prudential and expedient considerations, which are 

evidently external, the moral demand is grounded internally and inherently in 

human nature. That is why non-moral demands, to be acceptable, must 

themselves be consistent with the moral demand. 

The supreme moral demand is generally expressed in the form of the 

Moral Law or Principle governing particular moral rules, and therethrough, all 

the moral acts. This principle is the practical embodiments of the Ideal, guiding 

actual course of conduct. Some thinkers do not recognise any supreme Moral 

Law as such apart from particular moral rules. Kant is perhaps the only thinker 

who explicitly states it and emphatically makes it central to moral life. It is the 

core of deontology in a way. I, for one, think that the concept of supreme Moral 

Law plays a very important role in our moral life. It supplies us with the principle 

of practical guidance. I agree that morality is not entirely a matter of law. At the 

same time, we cannot altogether do away with law, It is to be related, as I had 

tried to do, to the Ideal grounded in human nature, thus bringing teleology and 

deo~tology harmoniously together. When this is done properly, law helps to 

bring unity to moral life, order and system to the multiplicity of otherwise unrelated 

rules and works as practical principle of conduct. 

FronT the above discussion it will be clear that moral demand is inherently 

acceptable, that all the moral agents ought to accept-it. This acceptance-demand 

is the second-order self-evident demand, the first order one being expressed 

as the Moral Law. Now, this a acceptance on the part of moral agents 

presupposes certain requirements of them. Freedom is the first of them. The 

acceptance of moral demand must be free and not forced. In case of particular 

rules and their application to concerete moral situations, it means freedom of 

choice. This freedom is always governed by rationality. That is why the Moral 

Ideal which is appointed by human nature plus social considerations, is accepted 

freely along with its demand in the form of Moral Law. Further, the responsibility 
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of accepting the moral demand lies with the moral agent as his acceptance is 

free. It is because of this responsibility, which is mainly with regard to particular 

moral rules and acts, that a moral agent makes himself open to moral praise 

arid blame. 

Moral situation is always social in nature and consideration of others or 

recognition of others' claim is essential to the concept of moral obligation. This 

consideration is not merely rational or cognitive, but is affective as well. The 

accpetance of demand involves sympathetic imagination or understanding of 

others interests and claims. Capacity for this sympathetic imagination is a pre

requisite of the equipment of a moral agent. Mere intellectual understanding is 

not sufficient. This characteristic distinguishes moral from logical necessity. 

The above account of the nature of the concept of moral obligation clearly 

brings out that demand is more adequate than command and prescription in 

characterizing moral obligation. This will be seen clearly from the comparative 

picture of all the three concepts. The comparative picture also supports our 

thesis that the concept of demand lies in between the concepts of command 

and prescription so far as force is concerned. 

8. Kant's Theory 

Before we close this chapter, we have to consider some important theories 

regarding the nature of moral obligation. Kant's theory is the most important 

and perhaps, the best, of all. It is generally held that Kant is a champion of the 

command theory of moral obligation. Thi$ characterization of Kant's theory 

sounds true on its face because of the obvious fact that Kant advocated the 

doctrine of Categorical Imperative. But, I, for one, think that we are rather misled 

by the term imperative when we characterize, on its basis, Kants's theory as a 

command-theory. If we carefully read between the lines of his doctrine, we find 

that it is in fact, a demand-theory, a reason-demand-theory of moral obligation. 

True, he does not use the term, demand anywhere in his writings, but this does 

not prevent us from interpreting his theory in terms of d.emand it, on the whole, 

it proves to be the most satisfactory interpretation. 
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According to Kant37 moral obligatin meand the necessary relation between 

the Supreme Moral Law and a particular human will, or, it is the determination 

of particular human will by the Moral Law, through maxims. Now, for the maxims 

to be moral, they must flow from Good Will. It is this supreme importance 

attached by Kant to Good Will, which is expressed in his famous opening 

sentence-It is impossible to conceive anything in the world, or even out of it, 

which can be taken as good without limitation, save only a good will. Further, a 

will is good only when it habitually wills rightly, and its rightness depends, not 

on the consequences, but on the motive. Here he draws the famous distinciton. 

between the hypothetical and the caterogical imperative, and says that an act 

is right if and only if it is done from a categorical imperative, that is, for a principle. 

He supplies the test of categorical imperatives in the form of the supreme 

Principle of Morality, or the Moral Law formulated as follows "Act only on that 
• .,f 

maxim through which you can, at the same time, will that it should become a 

universal law." t-ie also gives other formulations in terms of humanity and 

kingdom of ends. Thus, according to Kant, to be under moral obligation means 

to be bound by the Moral Law. 

Now, this binding is voluntary; and man submits his will to it because of 

_the deep reverence he feels for the Moral Law. This reverence for the Moral 

Law itself springs from man's rationality. Ultimately, therefore, moral binding is 

grounded in rationality, or in other words, reason is the ultmiate source of moral 

binding or moral obligation. We are moral in so far as we are ratonal. 

From this it will be seen that even accroding to Kant's view. Moral obligation 

is conceived better as demand than as command. It is the demand of Reason 

or Rationality made on rational, moral agesnts to adopt such maxims of conduct 

as are in conformity with the Moral Law. The Moral Law itself may be said to be 

the supreme demand of Reason. The various formulations of the Moral Law 

clearly show that it can be subjected more adequately to the logic of demand 

than to the logic of command. The notions of generalizability, humanity and 

kingdom of ends involved in the formulations, point to the bi-laterality of their 

binding arising out of the consideration of others' claims. Further, the objectivity 

37. For an able and standard account of Kant's theory, see Paton, H.J. : The Categorical 
Imperative and also Broad. C. D.: Five Types of Ethical Theory. 
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and the impersonality of the binding of Moral Law also show that the concept of 

command is inadequate to express the essential nature of that binding. In short, 

Kant's doctrine of the Categorical Imperative is in fact, a reason-demand-theory 

of moral obligation. The particular maxims of conduct or categorical imperatives 

as well as the Supreme Principle of Morality are of the nature of demand. A 

similar opinion is expressed by .Schlick38 when he says that demand is the 

essence of morality according to· Kant (For Warnock demand is the essence of 

morality according to Kant.) Warnock also voices the same opinion, as he says 

that according to Kant," .. 'moral law imposes upon all rational beings 

unconditional categorical demands to do and forbear .. /'39 

The question that arises on this is that if the language of moral obligation 

is nor imperative, then how is it that many moral philosophers are led to think 

the judgements of moral obligation to be imperatives or ·commands? The answer 

is not very difficult to find. The moral ought has a mysterious and irresistibly 

compelling force. A command also has such a force. Add to this similarity the 

Christian doctrine of divine commandments and the intuitionistic notion of the 

dictates of conscience and view them on the background of authoritative · 

customary morality, and you have the answer to the above question. The fact 

is that ought has a command like force, but not exactly the force of a command. 

This is because the sources are different. In moral matters, it is very easy to 

shift from the demanding to the commanding way of discourse. So far as Kant 

is concerned, in his moral philosphy, ought-language is turned into imperative

-language, but his categorical imperative is not really a command but a demand. 

Rationality of man, which is central to his moral philosophy, cannot be strictly 

said to command, but to demand. Further, his conception of categoricity in 

terms of on and for a principle is not applicable to command, but to demand. 

Similarly, the distinction between hypothetical and categorical imperatives also 

cannot be said to hold in case of commands, as a genuine command cannot be 

hypothetical. 

We have accepted what Kant has said about the nature or moral obligation 

in its essence, namely, that moral obligation is essentially of the nature of 

38. Schlick, M. : Problems of Ethic, p.50. 
39. Warnock, G. Contemporary Moral Philosophy, p. 52. 
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demand. But we differ from him so far as the account of the source or ground 

of this demand is concerned. According to Kant, the authority of demand is 

grounded in man's rationality or Reason. 

It is true that in order to be a responsible member of the moral kingdom, 

one needs be rational. But this does not mean that rationality alone is sufficient 

to account for morality. What reason gives is rational necessity, and not moral 

necessity. What is binding on rational agents is the logical principle of 

consistency or non-self-contradiction: But can this logical principle be turned 

into a moral principle as Kant has done? However, Kant has ignored many 

teleogical considerations, such as happiness, desires, ends etc. Which are 

relevant and important for a theory of moral life. We have, therefore, to seek 

for the ground of moral obligation in a more comprehensive fact of human life 

which will do justice to non-rational as well a rational aspects of human nature. 

This fact is the pursuit of ideal by human beings. T~e ultimate source of the 

binding of obligation is really the Ideal pursued by men. 

9. Other views : 

Let us, now, consider some other views. At the outset, we may reject as 

implausible that view that obedience is what is essential to the concept of 

moral obligation, since obedience is the counterpart of command and we have 

already seen the command-theory to be implausible. Russel expresses the 

same view when he says, " .... it seems impossible to define moral obligation in 

terms of obedience, even when the whole of traditional theology is accepted 

as valid.40 

Ross41 has considered various naturalistic attempts at defining right and 

obligatory and has come to· the conclusion that all these theories, (like 

evolutionary, attitude and consequence theories) are more plausible as the 

theories of the ground of moral obligation, than as the theories of the meaning 

of it. The same is the case, according to him, with Moore's42 non-naturalistic 

theory that right (obligatory) means productive of the greatest possible amount 

40. Russell, B. Human Society in Ethics and Politics, p. 73. 
41. Ross, SirW.D.: FoundationsofEthics, Ch.ll. 
42. Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica, pp. 18 to 25. 

[112] 



of good. Being productive of good is rather the ground than the meaning of 

'right' or 'obligatory'. The same thing, again, may be said about Russel's view 

that "A right act is one which aims at the greatest possible satisfaction of the 

desires of sentient beings."43 

Ross' own view is that right or obligatory is an indefinable term, because, 

when one attempts to define it one will either name something plainly different 

from it, or use a term which is mere synonym of it. The meaning of obligatory, 

is very nearly the same as right, but not quite the same. The difference is that 

the right act need not be always obligatory also. As for an obligatory act he 

says, "in calling an act obligatory we are implying not only that it is right, but 

that any other in the circumstances would be wrong."44 

We have seen earlier the reasons for not accepting the view that obligation 

is indefinable. We may add that, firstly, obligatory differs in some respects from 

right. Ross himself accepts this. Secondly, obligatory is only one aspect of the · 

concept of obligation; pertaining to act, the other aspect is being under obligation 

pertaining to agent. In fact, as Ross himself says following Prichard, 

obligatoriness is not a characteristic that attaches to acts, obligation is something 

that attaches to persons. 45 For these reaso.ns the meaning of obligation cannot 

be adequately expressed in terms of right. 

Another notion, in terms of which moral obligation is sometimes defined, 

is fittingness or suitablity or appropriateness, Broad uses the term 

appropriateness and holds that "the kind of appropriateness and in

appropriatenes which is implied in the notions of right and wrong is, so far as I 

can see, specific and unanalysable."46 Ross also maintains that though suitability 

can be said to be the generic quality of rightness, we cannot states its differentia. 

In "The Definition of Good." Ewing makes a distinction between ought of 

moral obligation and ought signifying merely, what he calls fittings, and 

43. Op. cit. p. 88. 
44. Ross, op. cit. 45. 
45. Ibid, p. 56. 
46. Broad, op. cit. p. 165. 
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considering the latter as primary ought, defines the former in terms of it. He has 

modified his views in his "Second Thoughts in Moral Philosophy" where he lays 

more stress on the moral ought and reduces the ought of fittingness· to 

reasonableness. So far as the distinctively moral concept of ought is concerned, 

it cannot, according to him, be reduced to a mre combination of any other 

concepts. As he puts it "If anything is unique, this is unique."47 It is not, how

ever indefinable in the sense of standing for some irreducible entity, but in the · 

sense that "ought-judgements fulfil a unique function quite different from that of 

judgements which give factual information.48 What this unique tinction is, cannot 

be understood by anybody who has not had moral experience. It cannot be 

expressed adequately even in terms of Law as is generally done. 

So far as the notion of fittingness or suitability is concerned, it is clear that 

the force of ought expressing moral obligation cannot be adequately expressed 

by it. Moreover, it cannot be applied to being under obligation. Ewing himself 

has given up this notion as basic. He considers moral ought to be unique. But 

though it may be admitted that ought-judgements fulfil a unique function, this 

does not mean that the meaning of moral obligation cannot possibly be 

expressed at all. 

Accroding to Raphael, an obligation is thought of as a tie with some other 

person or persons, and refers to the pursuit of other's good, in conditions where 

that is thought to be not only fitting but more forcefully demanded.49 He conceives 

the tie of moral obligation as an interpersonal relation. The thought of this 

interpersonal tie is of the _nature of an imaginative act of regarding onself as 

related to another person's ends (i.e. his interests) in the way in which one 

naturally regards oneself as related to one's own ends, that is, as disposed to 

pursue them50• Thus, to imagine others ends as our own and be disposed to 

pursue them, is the essence of the notion of moral obligation. 

What Raphael says is in essence true. That moral obligation is broadly of 

47. Ewing. op.cit. p. 96 
48. Loc. cit. 
49. Raphe!, D.O.: Mora/ Judgement. Ch. VII. p. 123. 

50. Ibid, p. 124. 
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the nature of interpersonal tie, that it is concerned with the pursuit of ends 

(other's as well as one's own), and that it is forcefully-demanded all these three 

of his suggestions are acceptable; in fact we have incorporated them in our 

theory. But the view that this tie is the result of an act of imagination, we cannot 

accept. It may be true as a genetic account of the origin of the actual feeling of 

obligation expressed by an agent. But it cannot form a part of the meaning of 

moral obligation. The tie is not just imaginative : it is objective. Again, the 

interpersonal relation is not directly involved, but only indirectly, in the concept 

of moral obligation. Except for these, his view contains substantial truth. It can 

even be interpreted to state that moral obligation is the demand of the inter

personal tie to pursue other's ends as our own. This makes it much more 

plausible. 

10. Some similar Views 

Our view finds support, explicity or implicity, in the writings of many eminent 

thinkers. Dewey51
, for example, while clarifying the concept of rightness as· 

distinct from that of satisfaction ~nd good, says that, it introduces the n~w 

element of exaction or demand. He also uses the equivalent notion of claim, 

and says, "There has to be an idea of the authorititative claim of what is 

reasonable in order to convert the Good into the Right."52 

This authoritative claim or demand is the meaning of ought or moral 

obligation. While stating the problem also, he speaks of the moral authority of 

the demands to which we are subject. 53 Speaking of the sense of duty or 

obligation, he says, "Corresponding to the generalised form in which demands 

are made, there grows up a generalized sense of Duty-a sense of being bound 

by that which is right because of its rightfulness."54 This clearly shows that 

Dewey conceives ought or moral obligation as an authoritative claim or demand 

which is reasonable and legitimate. 

Moritz Schlick55 also seems to hold a similar view which is expressed in 

51. Dewey, John: Theory of the Moral Life. Ch. Ill. 

52. Ibid, p. 67 
53. Ibid, p. 68 
54. Ibid, p. 85 
55. Problems of Ethics, See pp. 79-84. 
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the distinction he makes between the Morality of Demand and that of desire 

corresponding to the distinction between the ethics of moral obligation and the 

ethics of pleasure. As he says, the desires of others are the demands which 

they make of individuals. Hence an ethics which concerns the gqod in this 

sense alone is not a theory of pleasure, but of what is obligatory; it is deonology.56 

Blanshard also presents a view similar to our own. He makes use of the 

notion of claim to express the meaning of moral obligation. He says, "Duty is 

the imperative laid upon us by a Summum Bonum which is prescribed by human 

nature itself. "57 Here, of course, imperative, means an· authoritative, claim, or 

demand. This is evident from his clear statement "Moral obligation is, we saw, 

the claim upon us of ends appointed by our own nature. 58 

56. Ibid. p. 83 
57. Blanshard, B.: Reason and Goodness, p. 332. 

58. Ibid, p. 333. 
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CHAPTER- VI 

MORALITY OF MORAL OBLIGATION 

1. Different Meanings of 'Morality' 

2. Content of 'Morality' 

3. Formal Characteristics of 'Morality' 

4. Ideal-view of 'Morality' 

5. Moral Rules 

6. Content of Moral Obligation 

7. Distinction between Moral and Non-moral Obligations 

1. Different Meaning of 'Morality' 

In the last chapter we discuss~d the essential nature of 'moral obligation; 

there we concentrated more on the concept of obligation than on its 'morality'. 

Accordingly we found that it is essentially of the nature of 'demand'. In the 

present chapter we shall consider 'morality' of moral obligation. The question 

before us is-what are the characteristics of moral obligation which constitute its 

morality? or in other words, what is the distinction between moral and non

moral obligations? This question is not limited to the concept of moral obligation · 

only. It is a more general question pertaining to the subject matter of Ethics as 

such. But here we shall confine it to the concept of moral obligation only. 

At the outset it will be fruitful to distinguish, with Frankena, between three 

meanings of morality. Firstly, morality is conceived as what Bishop Butler called 

the moral institution of life. Frankena holds this view of moraltiy and says, "This 

is how I have been using morality and propose to go on using it.1 1n this sense 

morality is a social enterprise; it is social in its origins, sanctions and functions. 

1. Frankena, W.K. : Ethics p.5. See the whole of Ch. I also see Monro, D. H. : Empiricism 
and Ethics, p.141 for various meanings of 'moral'. 
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It is an instrument of society as a whole and makes demands on the individuals 

forming the society. As such a social institution morality is to be contrasted with 

prudence as Frankena rightly points out. Secondly, moral also means morally 

good or right and is opposed to immoral or unethical. In this sense morality 

would mean moral goodness or rightness. Lastly, when we speak of moral 

problem, moral judgement, moral argument etc. we are using moral in a still 

different sense. Here, moral means pertaining to morality, and is opposed to 

non-moral or non-ethical. In this sense, morality refers to the nature or character 

of what is said to be moral, as distinct from non-moral. 

It is evident that morality which we are about to consider is to be taken in 

the last sense, since we are contrasting it, not to immorality, butto non-morality. 

We have, therefore, to keep aside, other two meanings of morality, namely, 

moral goodness or rightness and moral institution of life, and consider the 

morality of moral obligation as a distinctive feature of moral as opposed to non

moral obligation. 

Warnock2 discusses four possible marks of morality or moral view, namely, 

its psychological penumbra of guilt, its acutal importance in the individual's 

conduct of his life; its universalisability, and its general content or topics, such 

as-happiness, interest etc. He points out the inadequacy of the first three marks 

and gives central importance to the fourth, around which they can be woven. 

As for the content of morals he says, "what is in issue is the good or harm, well~ 
-

being or otherwise of human beings"3. 

It is true that moral obligation has well-being 'or' good of human beings as 

its content, Moreover, morality' has certain formal characteristics and may be 

that morality is more clearly expressed in them. Kant, for example, takes a 

formal view of morality. Of course, to emphasize either form or content 

exclusively, will be one-sided. Morality has both its specific form as well as its 

specific content. Monro4 has devoted the whole of the third part of his book to 

2. Warnock, G.J. : Contemporary Moral Philosophy, Ch. V. 
3. Ibid p. 67. 
4. Monro, D.H.: Empiricism and Ethics, Part-Ill, Chs. 12-17. 
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. the discussion of the question, What is Morality? He divides the thinkers on 

this problem into two groups-one defining morality by.'from' and the other, by 

'content'. We shall only briefly refer to his views in this regard, whenever 

necessary. 

2. Content of 'Morality' 

Considering first the content of Morality, we see that it is generally stated 

in terms of pleasure, interests, happiness, well-being· etc. We have seen above 

that Warnock considers well~being of human being.s to be central to morality. 

Mrs. Foot5 also holds the same view and emphasizes content. The content is 

also conceived in terms of social harmony as Noweii-Smith6 does wheh he 

contends that the major point of moral principles is to promote social harmony. 

On the whole it may be said that the concept of the good, represents the 

content of morality. So far as moral obligation is concerned, this means that 

obligation is moral when it has the good as its content. Different moral theories 

present different views of the good, and consequently, of the content of morality. 

Those who emphasize content as being central to morality, emphasize, in fact, 

the concept of the good and derive right and duty or obligation from it. As 

Schlick says, for us it is clear that there must be no insuperable opposition 

between an ethics as theory of pleasure and as theory of moral obligation, or 

as we may put it between the theory of good or pleasure and the theory of 

duty, but the latter will be grounded by and deduced from the former.7 

In connection with content, however, we have to make a subtle distinction 

between content and ideal. This distinction is really one between satisfaction 

of desire or interest, and pursuit of ideal. Warnock has presumed this distinction 

in asking the question-May it not be the case that a man's conduct is guided 

principally, or even invariably, not by consideration of the interests of people in 

general, or even of his own, but rather by the pursuit of some ideal or system 

of ideal?8 This point is very significant for a comprehensive theory on moraliry. 

5. Mrs. Foot, Phillippa : Mora/ Arguments, Mind 1958. 
6. Ethics, p. 229. 
7. Schlick, op. cit. p. 84. 
8. Warnock op. cit. pp. 49-50. 
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The content approach to morality does not seem to be quite satisfactory primarily 

for two reasons; firstly, it is one-sided and excludes completely the formal 

characteristics.of morality which may be even more important than content. 

Secondly, the content which is said to be generally of the nature of well-being 

can not be strictly said to be specific only to morality; it is common to social and 

political (including legal) obligations as well. In fact all the social institutions 

aim at bringing about well-being of individuals. Moreover, if, content i.s 
. . 

distinguished from ideal as done above, then the possibility of its being central 

to morality becomes still more remote. This does not mean, however, that 

content is no consideration whatsoever. It only means that we have to look for 

morality more in its formal characteristics on which it depends predominently, if 

not exclusively. 

3. Formal Characteristics of 'Morality' 

We may now, discuss the formal characteristics of moral obligation which 

determine its morality. The most patent and unanimously accepted fact about 

moral obligation is its authority. It is expressed in the peculiarly compelling 

force of moral ought. What Butler says about the authority of conscience is 

significant as it is equally applicable to that of moral obligation. Authority here 

means moral authority and not psychological power. Had the sense of obligation 

been psychlogical power suffucient for effecting the required acts, the ought 

itself would have vanished, since, in that case, moral behaviour would have 

become second nature with the agents. It is in this context that the view, that 

the concept of moral obligation implies a conflict between obligations and desires 

becomes significant. So far as the source of the authority of moral obligation is 

concern~d, a very common view is that morality can be quite appropriately 

defined in terms of universalizability or generalizability, Kant is, perhaps, the 

first systematic exponent of this view. The first formulation of his categorical 

imperative enunciates this universalization principle-as-"Act only on that maxim 

whereby thou canst at the same time will that it should become a univesal 

law"9 . Singe~10 distinguishes between Kant's Categorical Imperative and what 

9. Kant: Fundamental Principles of the ·Metaphysic of Morals (Tr. Abbott), p. 38. 
10. Singer, M.G. Generalization in Ethics. 
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he calls the generalization argument. He states the differences as follows: The 

Categorical Imperative involves a reference to willing and to the maxim of action, 

while the generalization argument refers to the consequences, and its canon 

may be expressed as "the consequences of every one's acting in a certain way 

must not be undesirabl~. 11 

Duncan-Jones also seems to subscribe to the universalization principle 

when he says, ."what is required is that when a person judges morally, he shall 

be committing himself in respect of all situations which resemble his present 

situation in certain features what would sometimes be described as the morally 

relevant features"12 Hare is known for holding this view. He himself describes 

his view as unversal prescriptivism "a combination, that is to say, of universalism 

(the view that moral judgements are universalizable) and prescriptivism (the 

view that they are, at any rate, typically, prescriptive)"13. It is universalizability, 

according to him, which distinguishes moral imperatives from other, what he 

calls singular imperatives. 

Monro14 has very throughly discussed universalizatin - its nature, kinds 

and application. He gives two sentence-forms for right and good as -

(1) If it is (right) for X it is (right) for anyone else in the same relevant 

circumstances. 

(2) If A is (good) anything else like A in the relevant respect is (good)15. 

According to him, however, the general thesis that universalizability is a 

purely formal, logical requirement of morality, is mistaken and rests on a confusin. 

The principle of universalization however, cannot be said, to be the sole 

and complete characterization of morality. A principle or rule cannot be said to 

be moral simply because it is universal. It is true that moral principles are 

universalizable and there is a good ground for saying that "universalizability" is 

11. Singer, M.G. Generalization in Ethics. 

12. Duncan-Jones : Aristotelian Society Sup. Vol. XXVI. 1952, ii.iv. 
13. Freedom and Reason, p.16. 
14. Monro, op. cit. Chs. 13-15. 
15. Ibid. p. 147. 
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a defining characteristic of morality. But as Monro points out," ... morality (which 

is a quite complex phenomenon known through experience) has other defining 

characteristics as well. In particular, we regard our moral principles as over

riding any others that conflict with them"16 • That is morality consists in being 

over-riding. Ladd 17 also, while considering Duncan-Jones's view, rejects 

universalizability as unsatisfactory for defining morality. 

Universalizability cannot, yet, be completely done away with, as it implies 

objectivity of moral judgements. It may, therfore, be conveniently held that, 

universalizability is one of the defining formal characteristics of morality. 

We saw, that Monro considers over-ridingness as the mark of morality. 

Ladd has also considered this problem elaborately. According to him, the two 

important criteria of morality are-"First, that moral judgements prescribe for 

conduct, and second, that they claim some superiority and legitimacy which is 

binding upon people in general and not just upon the person making the 

judgement"18 of these, we have alre~dy considered the prescriptive theory in 

the last chapter and saw that moral judgements express demands for conduct. 

With this modification, we accept Ladd's view that legitimacy and superiority 

are the two basic criteria of morality from which all other significant formal 

characteristics follow; superiority here is the equivalent of what Monro calls 

over-riding. 19 

We said in the beginning that moral obligation possesses a kind of special 

authority. As Durkheim puts it, " ... moral rules are invested with a special authority 

by virtue of which they are obeyed simply because they command. 20 Now, 

discarding the authoritarian element in the notion of special moral authority, 

Ladd contends that "the two distinctive elements of this special moral authority 

are its presumed superiority and legitimacy. By superiority, is meant that the 

16. Ibid. p. 206 
17. Ladd, F.: The Structure of a Moral Code. pp. 78-80. See also Swann, J.H. Analysis of 

Morals, pp. 38-40. 

18. Ibid, p. 80 
19. Monro, op. cit. Ch. 17. 
20. Durkheim, E. Sociology and Philosophy, pp. 35-36. 
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moral obligatoriness of an act is thought to be a consideration which is more 

overwhelming (or over-riding) and demanding upon us than any other 

consideration against doing the act. Moreover, this demand for superiority must 

be thought to be legitimate. 

Ladd'-~onsiders further these properties of superiority and legitimacy. As 

for superiority he says that it consists of the autonomy of morality and its priority .. 

The autonomy of marality means firstly, that the obligatorinessof an act is a 

sufficient reason for doing it. In other words, a moral demand is sufficient upto 

itself. Secondly it means that, morality cannot be justified non-morally, that is 

moral consideration is ultimate. Thus, as Ladd says, "The auton6mous character 

of moral prescriptions, therefore, may be summarized in terms oftheir sufficiency 

and ultimacy22
• 

One point which he makes in this connection is very significant from our 

point of view. According to him, the categorical character of moral prescriptions 

does not entail that they cannot be prescriptions with respect to an end or goal 

to be sought. The significance of this point for a theory emphasizing 'ideal' is 

quite obvious. 

As for 'priority' he says, "This characteristic of morality, namely, the demand 

for precedence over other lines of conduct may be called its priority."23 lt has, 

however, two forms-weak and storng. The former means that a prescription is 

unassailable; the latter means that it is never to be neglected. 

Now, the demand of moral obligation for superior consideration must be 

thought to be legitimate. The claims of any particular moral prescription are to 

be recognized as rightful! claims before we are bound by them. Legitimacy, 

however, is complex notion and involves more than one elements in it. It entails 

that the claims are well-grounded, that is, some proof or argument for their 

justificateion is possible. This is the first element in legitimacy, namely, possibility 

of justification. The Second one is intersubjective validity, that is, moral 

prescriptions must be considered equally binding upon oneself and others. In 

21. Ladd, op. cit. p. 84. The whole Ch. Vis very important in this connection. 
22. Ibid. p. 103. 
23. Ibid. pp. 103-104. 
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this sense, they may be said to be impersonal or social. 24 This element includes 

in it a kind of generalizability. The third element is, what he calls, foundation in 

reality, that is to say, moral obligations are in a sense, founded on the nature of 

things, they are natural to man. This gives them, what Durkheim aptly calls, 

sacredness-a notion combining within itself both authority and satisfaction of 

desire. 

In short, moral obligations, in virtue of being moral" .... are superi_or in that 

they claim sufficiency, ultimacy and priority, and are thought to be legitimate in 

that they are justifiable, intersubjectively valid, and founded in reality."25 Thus, 

the concepts of superiority and ligitimacy account for all the essential 

characteristics of the peculiar or special authority of moral obligation as distinct 

from non-moral obligation. They may also be said to clarify the various notions 

in terms of which other thinkers have conceived morality, namely, its constraint, 

prereogativeness, un-conditionality; stringency, desirability; impersonality; 

disinterestedness; generalizability, sociality, reasonableness, objectivity and 

sacredness. (The concept of socially-important, emphasised by Swann26 can 

be said to be covered by the notion of sociality in the list). 

4. Ideal-view of 'Morality' 

We have discussed above the formal characteri~tics of the morality of 

moral obligation. We have also referred to the attempts to define morality in 

terms of content. In addition to these two points of view of content and form 

there is one more point of view from which we may look at morality of moral 

obligation, and it is, as suggested.by Warnock, the 'pursuit of ideal' (We have 

already referred27 to this point in connection with the distinction between content 

and pursuit of ideal). From this point of view, moral obligations my be thought 

to be the necessary outcome of the pursuit of ideal, and their morality may be 

said to consist in their being required or demanded by the Ideal. This view has 

the merit of combining in it both form and content, the question is only of 

determining or formulating the ideal itself in such a way that it possesses, in 

24. Ibid. p. 105 
25. Ibid. p. 107 
26. Swann, J.H. Analysis of Morals, pp. 68-69. 
27. See foot notes: 
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.herently, the authority to demand. Its nature will determine the content of morality, 

serving at the same time as the source of its authority. The only formal 

characteristic, in this case, will be being demanded by the ideal so formulated. 

It is implict in this that such a demand of the ideal is superior and legitimate in 

virtue of being the ideal's demand. It is obvious that this view centres round the 

concept of ideal and, what is more, its appropriate formulatio-n. We may make 

a few points about this ideal-theory. 

Firstly, it seems to be a comprehensive view and it is possible for it to 

cover both content and formal characteristics of morality. Secondly, it does 

justice to human nature and human situation, and thus brings home to us the · 

fact that morality is not foreign to man forced on him externally, as it were, but 

is natural to him, as natural as the pursuit of ideal is. Thirdly, it states, at the 

same time, the ground of moral obligation, which is the ideal itself. Fourthly, 

what is most important, it is quite in conformity with the nature of moral obligation 

which we discussed in the last chapter. There ~e saw that moral obligation is 

best conceived as a demand. We did not discuss there, whose demand it is, or 

who is the demander. On this view we can now say that it is the ideal which 

makes demands on the moral agents.· 

Lastly, the content of morality, which is generally conceived in terms of 

well-being of human beings can be included in ideal. Superiority and legitimacy 

of moral demands can be said to be inherent in the acceptance of the ideal, 

and the acceptance itself is natural to man since the ideal is appointed by 

human nature itself. With all this, howevr, the formal characteristics, in this 

view, remain some what implicit. In order to make them explicit, it is better to 

mention them clearly in addition to saying that moral obligations are the demands 

of the ideal. In this we follow Ladd- but with a very significant difference. We 

conceive moral obligations to be demands while he conceives them to be 

prescriptions. As for morality or moral obligation, we saw above that the ideal

theory is quite adequate and satisfactory since it includes and superceds both 

the content and form approaches. But, for the sake of clarity, we may say 

explicitly that the morality of moral obligation consists in its being the legitimately 

superior demand of the ideal, wherein, it is understood that legitimately superior 

is the characterization of demand of the ideal. The term ideal is kept vague so 

far. 
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5. Moral Rules 

A moral obligation is always expressed in the from "X ought to do Y" - an 

ought sentence. However, moral obligations are of varying generality, though 

we recognize only two broad classes, namely, particular and general obligations. 

The latter assume the form of what we call rules which themselves are of varying 

generality. They serve as the maxims of conduct and as moral rules they may 

be said to be, what Kant calls, categorical imperatives. There is, however,. a 

difference between a moral rule and a moral principle. Singer28 has devoted a 

full chapter to bring out the distinction between the two and also their mutual 

relationship. Kant also seems to make this distinction, which in his philosophy, 

amounts to the distinction between the particular categorical imperatives and 

the supreme principle of categorical imperatives which determines them. The 

latter is also called the Moral Law. What Singer calls principle is Moral Law. 

Hare29 also seems to assume this distincition in his discussion of moral principles, 

where he refers to Golden Rule and Kantian Moral Law as principles. 

Rules are many and they are likely to clash. Therefore, we feels a need of 

some highest rule that would justify them and also decide between them. It is 

the 'Principle' or 'Law' which serves this. need. In other words, a Moral Principle 

or Law serves to harmonize moral rules, to justify them, and to decide between 

them ifthere is a clash. That a Principle can, and is required to, justify particular 

rules, means that the rules themselves are grounded in o~ spring from the 

Principle. They are, so to say, the various particular manifestations of the 

supreme Moral Law itself. Concerete acts are governed by rules which in turn 

are governed by the Moral Prindple, whatever it is. The Intuitionists may object 

to this view saying that there is no necessity of a single supreme Moral Principle 

as the rules as also their validity are known directly by intuition. But we know 

that Intuitionism is not free from its inherent difficulties and drawbacks. Further, 

the rational demand for justification and consistency are better satisfied by the 

Moral Law than by Intuition. lntuitin by itself cannot bring harmony in the world 

of rule as the Principle does. Hence the criticism of lntuiticnism that it leaves us 

28. Singer, op.cit. Ch. V. 
29. Hare, R.M. Freedom and Reason, Ch. 3. 
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with a heap of unrelated obligations. Thus, we see that some supreme Moral 

Principle or Law is necessary to govern moral rules and, therethrough, the 

whole range of moral behaviour of human beings. This supreme Moral Principle 

or Law is the supreme demand made by man's moral life or his life-ideal on 

him. The Moral Law as conceived here corresponds to Kant's Categorical 

imperative of which he gives different formulations. Its formulation depends on 

the nature of the ideal which it embodies. 

We have said above that moral rules are essentially of the nature of 

demands and that they are better conceived as the varius expressions of the 

supreme 'Moral Demand'. But there are also other ways, of describing moral 

rules. Mabbott30 discusses quite at length these views of moral rules in 

connection with the thesis that rules are basic morality. We have already referred 

to the intuitionists view that moral rules are self-evident and have also seen the 

reason not to accept it. Another view is that, moral rules are empirical 

generalizations. But as Maboott says, "Now this theory seems to me the one 

theory about them which is certainly false."31 This is evident because otherwise 

there will be no difference between the moral and the non-moral, the normative 

and the descriptive. Yet another view is that moral rules are nothing but utilitarian 

·precepts. Mabbott conswiders this view at length and points out its inadequacy. 

A sheer utilitarian approach is not sufficient to explain the nature and function 

of moral rules. 

So far as Mabbott's own view about the morality of rules is concerned, he 

states it thus: On the view I have been defending, a good reason (and the only 

good reason) for approving a particular action is that it is the carrying-out of a 

rule, and a good reason (and the only good reason) for approving a rule is that 

its general adoption would do good on the whole. 32 It Will be seen that this view 

is akin to our own except that in our view, there is a third factor in between the 

rule and the good, namely the moral law, what he calls the good on the whole 

is covered by our concept of ideal. The additional factor of the moral law makes 

30. Mabbott, J.D. Moral Rules form the Proceedings of the British Academy, Vol. XXXIX, 
See also Nowell. Smith-Ethics, Ch. 16. 

31. Ibid. p.100 
32. Ibid. p. 115 
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our theory even more adequate than Maboot's as it constitutes the unifying 

principle of moral rules absent in his view, and, at the same time embodies the 

good or the ideal in it. 

6. Content of Moral Obligation 

We now pass on to consider the nature of the content of moral obli~ation. 

By content is, here, meant that which we ought to do, the concrete demands, 

or that of which they are expressions. It is what the obligation are about. On 

the whole, it is believed that the content of mora! obligation has a reference to· 

the interests, or well-being of all the person in a society. It is thus social in 

nature. This is supported by the fact that moral obligations arise invariably in 

social situations, where interpersonal relationship is involved. According to 

Raphael 33 claims of others constitute the content of moral. He says further that 

claims arise out of needs and interests. Therefore, a creature that has need is 

a potential bearer of claims in virtue of having a need and sharing a common 

world of inter-course with the moral"agent. As he says, "But in speaking of 

obligatory acts I have said that their content always relates to the interests of 

other persons or creatures"34 By interest he means enjoyments objects of desire. 

It is a ve·ry common view that morality is only social, that moral obligation 

has only social content. In other words, it serves the interests of society by 

putting the moral agent under obligation to satisfy or at least, safeguard the 

interests of other persons, who have claims on him. As Raphael puts it, " ... 

obligations arise only where there are claims, i.e. where the agent stands to 

some other person or persons in a relationship which, in some metaphorical 

sense, binds them together~·. 

On the whole, it can be said that the concept of good, represents the 

content of moral obligation. The concept of value is also involved in it. As Laing 

says, "it is the value of the thing which is the ground of the obligation to desire 

it. 35 In connection with the concept of value in relation to that of obligation, 

33. Raphael, D.O.: "Moral Judgement" Ch. VII. 

34. Ibid. p. 117 
35. Laing, S.M.: "On value" Philosophy, Vol. X, 1935. 
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however, we have to bear in mind that actualization of value itself is a value. 

According to Laing, it is because of this value attaching to realization of value 

that obligation comes to have meaning. In order to understand obligation it is 

necessary to interpret what ought to be as what ought to be realized. The point 

is that, the content of moral obligation can also be interpreted in terms of value. 

The question is now, whose good is it? Is it the good of the agent or of the 

society? As seen above the sociological approach emphasized society. There 

are the individualists, however, who may emphasize the needs of the agent 

himslef. By and large it is accepted that moral obligation does refer to the 

satisfaction of others' claims as to their good. This is called the social good and 

includes the good of the other members of society together with the good of 

society as such. This is perfectly right. But to disregard the good of the agent 

himself will be one-sided. Moreover, it will leave no scope for the voluntary 

accceptance of the obligations on the part of the agent. This is a very serious 

point which forces us to include the agent's good also in the social good. It may 

be said that it is already included and therefore. What we say is unnecessary. 

·But it is not always so. The emphasis on duties to others, involving social good 

at the cost of the agents individual good is not uncommon. It is the logical 

outcome of the sociological view that, ultimately, it is only the society which is 

the source· of moral obligation and its authority. This exclusive emphasis on 

society, however, ignores the moral nature of obligation which is something 

more than being only social, it comes from within. But the acceptance of the 

fact of being under obligation on the part of the agent will not come from within 

unless it is vitally connected with his own well-being in the ultimate analysis. 

This means that the content of moral obligation is constituted of the individual 

agent's good' no less than, of the social good. The actual content is social in 

nature, that is, refers to others' interests, ends and claims. But it must be shown 

to be related ultimately to the agent's own good or summum bonum to effect its 

voluntary acceptance by him, which is the characteristic of morality as distinct 

from coersion. 

Thus, the fact is that the social good together with the individual good 

constitutes the content of moral obligation. Here, again, the social good can be 

inherently binding on the agent only through his individual good. In fact, the two 
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goods are not opposed but imply one anotheL Their source is most likely to be 

common, and must be inherent in human nature intself. Now, we suggest that 

the concept of ideal best serves this purpose. Ideal represents the social and 

the individual goods in one as its two aspect. Or more truly, the ultimate good 

is the same, namely the ideal and what are cal_led the social and individual 

goods represent it from the social and the individual points of view respectively. 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, it is this ideal which makes demands 

on the moral agents. This leads us to the conclusion that the content of moral 

obligation is constituted of the claims or demands of the Life-Ideal having the 

social and the individual goods as its aspects. The concrete source of the 

content of a particular obligation, however, is t~e concrete moral situation ·in 

which it arises; the Life-Ideal determines it. 

7. Distinction Between Moral and Non-moral Obligations 

Let us now discuss the problem of the distinction between moral and 

non-moral obligations in some-details. We commonly recognise five kinds of 

obligations, namely, moral, political, legal, social and religios, of these, the 

political and the legal obligations may be conveniently classed together for our 

purpose, though there is a very subtle internal difference between the two. 

This is justified because, generally, political obligation is conceived in terms of 

obedience to law. Green's theory, for example, of political obligation tries to 

answer the question which, according to prichard, has the form "what is the 

true ground or justification of obedience to law?36 Further, ultimately, the nature 

purpose, authority and sanction are the same in both the cases, only that they 

are studied from political and legal points of view. The concept of political 

obligation is elaborately and classically discussed by T. H. Green in his lectures 
\ . 

on the ''Principles of Political Obligation". BosanqueP7 also has discussed it. 

As for the concept of legal obligation, it is quite extensively dealt with by Hart38 

in his articles. But, for our limited purpose, what is necessary is their broad 

characterization only. From this point of view we may treat the political and the 

36. Prichard, H.A. Moral Obligation, p. 54. 
37. Bosanquet, B. The Philosophical Theory of the State, Chs. Ill and IV. 
38. Hart, H. L.A. "Legal and Moral Obligation" In Meldon A. I. (Ed.) Eassays in Moral Philosophy, 

pp. 82-107. 
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legal obligations as of one kind and call it political obligation; the other kinds 

are- moral, social and religious obligations. 

' We know that constraint or binding is c_entral to the concept of obligation 

in general. It is, therefore, common to all ki~ds of obligation. so far as the content 
' ' 

of social and political obligations is conc~rned, it is evidently social, and is 

wholly concerned with the interests or good ~f others as expressed in the form 

of claims- or demands of the society and_ the state respectively. Religious 

obligation has partly social and partly individual content: it is concerned with . 

others as well as the agents themselves in relation to Deity or God. In case of 

moral obligation, whether it is only social or both social and individual depends, 

in one sense, on whether we have dutiesJo ourselves or only to others. ·It is 

rather difficult to answer this question because even if we had duties to ourselves, 

we would not feel bound by them. I, for one, think, that we do have duti~s to 

ourselves and that we either become aware of them ourselves or else, are 

made aware by others when we fail to discharge them. From this point of view, 

moral obligation may be said to be both social and individual in content. w_e 
. ' 

have also seen beforeJhat the content of ~oral obligation is individual as weJI 

as social in the sense that it refers to the irqividual as well as the social good. 

Thus, we see that while the content of soo!al and politcal 'obligations is social, 

that of moral obligation is individual as welt 

The distinctions become even more clear when we consider the most 

important element in the concept of obligation, namely, its ground, sour~e or 

authority. The authority of political obligation is the institution of state backed 

by the governmental machinery capable of punishing those who fail to discharge 

the duties towards it. The source of religious obligation is said to be God Himself 

who gives certain commandments to the human beings to obey. Now the 

authority of the state is felt in practice and therefore, its demands or claims 

cannot be avoided. In the case of religious obligation however, if one does not 

believe in God, one can safely escape His Commandments and their binding. 

The phrase 'social obligation' is somewhat ambiguous. What is meant by 

it, here is the kind of obligation having social content, that is, constituted of 

others' claims and, what is distinctive of it, having society as its authority or 

sourse. Customs, conventions, folkways and mores may be said to be the rules 
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stating social obligations. Social disapproval, social boycott etc. are the sanctions 

of society, which is the ultimate source, and ground of social obligations. 

The political, religious and social obligations have external authorities, 

namely, state, G_od and society respectively. In the case of moral obligation, 

however, we have seen that its authority_ comes from within the ·agents, .that is 

to say, it is inherent and is represented by the Life-Ideal which human ·beings 

naturally strive to attain. Even if we say ·with Kant that this authority is the Moral 

Law, it is not external, since the law itself is groundec,j in man's rationality, and , . 

is acceptedas one's own. Moreover, on our view, .the Morai.Law i$ nothing but 

the embodiment of the Life-Ideal in the form· of supreme moral demand. The 

point is that it is inherent and is not fo,rced from outside. It is because of the 

external authority of the non-moral obligations that they have 'coersive' nature 

while moral obligation presents itself as. the call of one's own.higher self. Now it 

is true that I have also to ac_cept state, God and society as authorities for their . . 
respective obligations; but still, as grounds they are external. This point is borne 

out by another fact that while mere outward conformity of acts to the demands 

is enough in case of at least social and political obligations, morality is also 

concerned with motives and all that which is summed up in the phrase self

culture to which even some duties are devoted. 

Difference is also seen between the ends which the moral and the non

moral obligations try to attain. On the whole, social harmony or stability may be 

said to be the object or end of hath political and social obligations, while religious 

obligation has communion with God as its end. As for the moral obligation, its 

ultimate end is the Life-Ideal including the so-called Moral Ideal. To speak in 

terms of harmony, it is the individual's internal harmony (call it spritual) expressing 

itself in the social harmony. In terms of good it i~ the summum bonum including 

both individual and social goods. 

A further clue to these distinctions is the consideration of what happens 

when they come in conflict. The two questions in this connection, namely, (a) 

why should I be moral? and (b) why should I discharge my political, social and 

religious duties? - are of different levels. It is the moral consideration that 

furnishes the justification, or otherwise, of the political, social and religious 

obligations. We accept these obligations ultimately on moral ground. If, some 
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of these obligations are found to be contrary to moral requirements it is our 

moral duty not to abide by them and even to try to resist them, reform them. 

Social, political and religious reforms are based on wider moral considerations 

which are essentially human in na~ure. In other words, as mentioned above,· 

moral obligation always over-rides, or is legitimately superior to, the non-moral 

obligations. It is a wider and a more fundamental concept and is at the basis of 

them. 

The comparative picture of the different kinds of obligation, that emerges 

out of the above discussion may be stated in a nutshell as follows : 

Political obligation 

Religious obligation 

Social obligation 

Moral obligation 

:Content-social; authority-external i.e. state; object

social harmony; requires moral justification. 

:content-both individual and social;authotiry-external 

i.e. God; object-communion with God; requires 

moral justification. 

: Content-social; authority-e_xternal i.e. society; 

object-social harmony (stability); requires moral 

justification. 

:Content-both social and individual; authority-over

riding, inherent and internal i.e. rational (humanity 

etc.) object-Life-Ideal including moral ideal tb be 

justified in the light of ultimate goal of life. 

Of these, the social obligations constitute what is cai.Jed the customary 

morality. The legal or political obligations embody the moral convictions of the 

society. Legal code is externalized morality while, morality is internalized law 

plus something more which is purely individual, or call it spiritual. In this spiritual 

aspect, morality is akin to religion. They are purely individual (not subjective), 

in that respect, unlike the political and the social institutions. For me, this spiritual 

aspect is vital to morality as it is to religion. But the difference between the two 

lies in the fact that religion invokes some super-human being as its basis, while 

morality considers man, as he is, and whishes ideally to be, sufficient as its 

basis. If, religion is interpreted in a different way, this difference is very likely to 
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diminish, if not vanish altogether. For example, if God is taken to mean the 

'Life-Ideal', and not a person, then, the divine commandments become the 

demands of man's own Ideal. Thus, religious authority becomes internalized· 

and, in fact, religion becomes identified with what I have called spiritual life, 

which is the culmination of the moral life. 
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CHAPTER - VII 

STRUCTURE OF THE CONCEPT OF MORAL OBLIGATION 

1. The Problem 

2. A Pentagon Model 

3. Agent 

4. Act 

5. Situation 

6. Principle or Law 

7. Ideal 

8. Interrelation Among the Constituents 

1. The Problem 

From the previous discussioh, it is obvious that the concept of moral 

obligation .is a complex concept having a rich internal variety. It has many 

constituents, or to say the same thing, the obligative language has many 

referents. Further, these constituents are very intimately interrelated so that 

the concept as such acquires a unity of meaning. They have, again, their 

respective places and functions within the complex structure of the concept of 

moral obligation. 

The problem before us is to know the nature of these constituents, their 

respective places and functions in the whole structure of the concept of moral 

obligation and also, their interrelation. The present chapter proposes to solve 

this problem by means of structural analysis1 of the concept of moral obligation 

in some details. 

1. I am indebted for the idea of a 'structural analysis' to Lad d's" The Structure of a Moral 
Code, Ch. VII. He calls 'components' what are called here' constituents.' 
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2. A Pentagon Model 

We have seen before that 'moral obligation' refers directly to at least two 

factors, namely, Agent and Act. Sometimes, the third factor, namely, Situation, 

is also referred to. In addition to these, there are other two factors which come 

in indirectly, and they are-Principle or Law and Ideal. Law represents the . 

'morality', and 'Ideal,· the 'ground' of moral obligation. Some thinkers2 have 

reduced the last factor, namely, 'ground' or 'Ideal' to Principle or Law; which for 

them represents not only the 'morality' of moral obligation, but its' ground' as 
\ 

well. But we may not do so, at least at this stage, for three reasons- (a) the 

separate factor of 'ground' of moral obligation cannot be denied; (b) the· above 

view which reduces 'ground' to 'Principle', can be taken to be a special theory 

of the 'ground' of moral obligation itself, and (c) the 'structure' to be presented, 

at least, should be as comprehensive as possible. 

Thus, there are as many as five factors involved in the concept of moral 

obligation, which may be called its constituents. They are Agent, Act, Situation, 

Principle or Law and Ideal. They constitute the complex structure of the concept 

of moral obligation. In the language of 'demand' they may be expressed as 

Demandee, Demandum, Demand-Situation, Demand-Principle and Dema.nder 

(or Demand-Ground, that is, Ideal). To bring out this five dimentional nature of 

its structure, we may call it the 'Pentagon Model' of the structure of moral 

obligation, and proceed to consider it further. 

3. Agent 

lte is a human individual being who is subjected to moral restraints or 

regulations and evaluations and who is morally required to act in a given moral 

situation according to the Moral Principle grounded in the Ideal appointed by 

universal human nature. The following are generally seen to be the 

characteristics a man is required to have to be a moral agent. 

(i) He is never a being other that human. This is evident from the fact 

2. Deontologists, and especially, Kant. 
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that morality applies only to human beings. True, Kant makes it applicable to all 

rational beings. But, since it is generally agreed that only human beings (factually 

not even all of them) are such rational beings, the scope of moral judgements 

is limited to human life only. The soc:;ial origin of morality points to the same 

fact. 

(ii) This leads to the se·cond important characteristic that the moral agent 

is a 'rational' being. Kant's principle of rationality instead of being used for 

including other beings that human in the moral field, excludes some of 

even human beings from being fulfledged moral agents. He must be 

capable of understanding the moral situation, think of the different 

alternative courses of behaviour available, select the moral rule, apply it 

to the situation, and make a decision as to which act to do. The word 

'rational' does not mean only 'having capacity to reason' or rational 

equipments. It also means, indirectly, 'capacity to feel bound or restrained 

by the Moral Law', as Kant would say, In other words, it means having a 

sense of obligation. The Agent's having a sense of obligation is very 

important as it is this sense which makes him qualified to be a moral · 

agent in the true sense of the term. It has also a bearing on the problem of 

motivation and obligation. Raphael says, in this connection that, "The idea 

of obligation is applied only to rational beings."3 For, ought implies can 

and only rational beings have the freedom of choice. Further, as Raphael 

declares, "In order to be a moral agent a person must be capable of 

recognizing the claims of morality."4 

(iii) The agent, in concrete moral situation, is always an individual. While 

framing moral rules, however, situations and agents are generaliz~d.5 Here, 

by individual I do not mean only one man; the Agent may be even a group 

of men. 'Individual' means what is distinguishable and capable of being 

located. In concrete moral situations, Agent is also concreately known 

and responsibility can be definitely ascertained. 

3. Moral Judgement, p. 1 05 
4. Loc. cit. 
5. Ladd declares that prescriptions are impersonal. He says, "Since specific reference to 

the agent may be made in terms of other factors, I propose to regard all moral prescriptions 
as anonymous with respect to the agent". (op.cit.p.134). 
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(iv) Another important characteristic is that he has to obey the Moral 

Law, he is morally bound or is under obligation, The very fact of being a 

moral agent makes him submit him.selfto the moral binding expressible in 

the form of Moral Law. To deny this is to deny existence to morality itself. 

Thus, the Agent has the characteristic of 'being under obligation." 

(v) He is supposed to subscribe to the Moral Law freely, accept the 

moral binding voluntarily. This means that the moral authority is inner and 

not outer, that the ground of moral-obligation lies in human nature itself. 

Freedom of will is said to be one of the postulates of morality. I should say 

that it is rather an expression of the fact that moral binding is grounded in 

human nature itself. 

(vi) This further means that in concrete situations also, he has to take 

decisions on his onw, of courses on deliberatin and hence, is held 

responsible for them. This presupposes his rationality. Thus, rationality, 

freedom and responsibility go together. 

(vii) Whether he wishes or not, he is subj~ct to moral evaluation and 

consequent moral praise or blame. This is done generally by other 

members of the society he lives in. But this can be, and often is, done by 

the Agent himself. In fact this sort ofself-assessment is necessary for his 

moral progress. Whether the agent himself does this or not, the society 

certainly does this for him. He cannot escape it. 

(viii) All the moral agents are equal or on par in the eyes of Moral Law. 

That is, all the agents will be treated equally on moral considerations and 

no agent will receive descriminative treatment. 

(ix) The Agent is a member of the society of agents like himself. A moral 

situation is primarily a social situation. The Agent is in constant interaction 

with other members of the society. It is because of his social life that 

morality came into being at all. As Raphael points out clearly, obligations 

are always to other beings. An imaginative and sympathetic awareness 

of the feelings and desires of ther beings is the condition of the moral 

obligation. The claims of other beings based on their interests through 

'morality' are the contents of obligation. In other words, moral obligation is 
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constituted by an inter-personal relation, an awareness of onself as a 

person in relation to another person affecting his personality by the mutual · 

intercourse. 

(x) Lastly, as Raphael6 says, men are able to be moral agents because 

they have three kinds of capacity : (a) they can be conscious of their own 

conative-affective tendencies; (b) they can .enter insympathetic imagination 

into similar experience of others; and (c) they can help each other to 

satisfy their interests. 

The interests which a man tries to satisfy are varied. But on their closer 

analysis they reveal a common substratum as their basis which is generally 

called the 'Ideal'. In other words th~ moral agent, as a man, has an Ideal. 

.appointed by his own n.ature which governs all the particualr interests and there

through, the courses of conduct meant to satisfy them. Ideal, thus, plays a key

role in the government of man's life. What is important to note, so far as Agent 

is concerned, is that since Ideal is appointed by his own nature and represents 

the noble aspirations natural to man, its acceptance by him is not only voluntary 

but, is, in fact, natural, and therefore, spontanious. In accepting the Ideal, Agent 

commits himself to the moral binding in the·form of moral obligation. 

4. Act 

It is perhaps the most concrete constitutent of the concept of moral 

obligation, as it form its actual content. It is the concrete behaviour demanded 

of an agent, that is, it is what an agent ought to do. The whole problem of 'acts' 

is very eleborately and competently discussed by Eric D' Arcy in his small but 

ably conceived book "Human Act" taking a clue from the practical genious of 

Bentham, as expressed in his "Principles of Morals and Legislation." It is not 

possible to deal, here, with all the problems tackled by him; we shall touch 

upon only the most relevent of them. 

There is, first of all, a distinction between 'act' and 'action'7 Action is an 

6. Op. cit. Ch. VII. 
7. D. Arcy, Eric," Human Acts, pp. 6-8. 
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involuntary bodily movement about which we cannot say that we 'do' it, while 

about 'act' we can say that we 'do' it. In writtgenstein_'s terms, action is what 

happens' to us, and act is what we 'do' Beating of heart' is an action, while 

'killing a man' i's an act. Morality applies to 'acts' which are voluntary. 

Acts8 again, are of two types-positive acts or acts of commission, and 

negative acts or acts or omission. It is necessary to determine 'morality' or 

Immorality' of both these types of acts while judging them morally. 

Further, as D' Arcy points out, we have to distinguish an act from it$ 

consequences on the hand, and its circumstances on the other, while discussing 

the nature of 'act' especially in its moral context, since, the three together, 

generally, form a complex whole. While evaluating an act morally, we must 

also stydy, "the role of circumstance and the way that 'act' and 'circumstance' 

are mutually related in the composition of a good or bad deed".9 

As for the distinction between 'act' and 'consequences' D' Arcy proposes 

three theses which bring out the fact that a given act may not necessarily have 

only one description and that, it sometimes may or sometimes may not, point 

to the consequences which we have to take into account before passing moral 

judgement on it. In other words, the distinction is possible, in some cases 

necessary, but generally flexible. 

The distinction between 'act' and 'circumstance's is even more loosely 

defined, as it is possible to include even an essential ingredient of a good 

deed, into circumstance, which may be called 'constitutive circumstances10 

However, circumstances, would commonly refer to features of a situation not 

included in the d~scription of the act under consideration. As such, 

'circumstance's' is "not a technical term referring to some precisely defined 

element in .the human performance, but a useful word referring to any fact or 

group of facts that contributes to our reaching a statisfactory description, 

characterization or appraisal of a person's act."11 The circumstacnes may be 

8. Ross defines an 'act' as the production of a change in a state of affairs Right and the 

Good, p. 43). The change, however, must be specified. 
9. Ibid, p:1. 
10. Ibid, p. 62. 
11. Ibid. pp. 68-69. 
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further classified into two kinds-qualifying, specifying circumstances, all of which 

are relevant in the moral appraisal of acts. 

Further, motives and intention~ of the doer, as parts either of 'acts' or of 

circumstances' have important bearing on the moral judgements of the acts .. 

Now,_ coming to the morally obligatory act, we see that 'obligatorines is its 

chief characteristic. But we must remember that 'obligatoriness' cannot be said 

to be its attribute, pure and simple. It is in relation to other constituents, especially 

Agent, that we call an act 'obligatory' To be obligatory, an act has to be the 

most appropriate, right or fitting, morally, in a given situation. lfis chosen, from 

amongst many alternatives, because it most satisfies the moral requirement or 

demand. It is the actual demand made by 'morality' on a moral agent. Its choice 

is not random but involves a policy represented by the Moral Law which marks 

it off as better than any other alternative. It is the actual obligation or duty, 

chosen from amongst the prima facie obligations. 

The dictum 'ought implies can' clearly points out that 'morality' applies 

only to possible acts, and not impossible ones. A knotty question that arises in 

this respect, is, should the range of posible (or moral) acts be limited to physical 

acts only? Such a restriction seems to be implied in C.D. Broad's12 "narrower 

meaning" of ought, where he keeps feelings, emotions and the like out of moral 

reach, because he thinks they fall outside 'can'. But, I am inclined to think that 

this restriction is not proper, because, if we accept it, then 'you ought to be kind 

to others' or the famous commandment 'love thy neighbour' will have no strictly 

moral meaning. In that case, all 'moral education' which consists primarily in 

bringing 'affective' part under the control of reason, and the belief in its possibility 

will lose their significance. Further, motives and intentions which are 

psyschological in nature, and which do play important role in determining the 

'morality' of acts, will be deprived of their practical and moral relevance. Such 

considerations, therefore, force us to accept the possibility of genuine moral 

judgements of obligation regarding 'affective' as well as related acts, like 'you 

ought to respect your parent, 'be kind to the poor, love your neighbour' etc. 

12. Five Types of Ethical Theory, p. 277. 
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Thid means that we have to conceive 'act' in a wider sense, at least in the 

context of its moral evaluation. The moral act, is a deliberate or a freely chosen 

act. The concepts of 'freedom and 'responsibility' are important in this respect. 

The agent freely chooses to do it, and therefore, the whole responsibility of the 

act and its consequences lies on him. 

An 'act' again, become morally relevant only when it affects 'others' and 

their interests. The persons whom it affects may be one or many. A purely 

personal or subjective act having no effect whatsoever on any body else, can 

hardly be subject to moral consideration. In other words, a moral act is always 

a 'social' act. That is why the content of morality is said to be social. It answers, 

directly or indirectly, the claims of others whether particular or general. It is 

because of this fact that 'act' is either stated, generally, in the form of rule, as 

'one ought to speak the truth' or justifies by means of such a rule, as 'you ought 

to sepak the truth, because, one ought to speak the truth' Thus, conformity to 

moral rule (or principle or law) is a significant feature of moral act. It is 

generalizable. As said in the beginning, 'act' is a very important constituent of 

the concept of moral obligation. It occupies, in its structure, the place of its 

concrete content. It is the actual demand that the moral law or Ideal makes on 

the moral agent. 

5. Situation 

It is in a moral situation that any moral problem arises at all. It is the place 

of origin of moral consideration. As such its nature is very complex and cannot 

be brought out, completely in the form of definition. It involves many factors. 

While discussing the nature of 'act', we distinguished three factors, namely, 

act, consequences and circumstance of various kinds. About situation, we may 

say that it includes all these factors. As such, the concept of situation is wider 
~ 

than that of 'circumstances'. 

A situation cannot be conceived apart from the 'agent' involved in it. It 

may be said that situaion is the confrontation f 'agent' and 'act' in the contaxt of 

a problem. The problem arises because of the presence of alternative 'acts' 

from among which the agnet has to choose one. A situation is primarily, 

behavioural in nature, as it presents, to the agent, more than one alternative 
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courses of conduct or prima facie obligations from which he has to choose and 

decide his duty. Thus, 'situation' is a complex of prima facie, equally obligative', 

more than one alternative acts, their consequences and circumstances 

confronting an agent involved in it. 

Not all situations, however, are moral. A purely personal predicament 

cannot be called a moral situation. A situation in which the question of moral 

value is involved is alone a moral situation. Speaking generally about value

situation, we may say that a distinction is commonly made between a value

situation and a factual-situation. Without going irito a·detailed discussion of the 

distinction between fact and value, it may only be broadly said that, while value

terms, like good, right, ought etc. are relevant for the value-situation, they are 

not so for the factual situation where only eimprical considerations prevail. A 

value-situation is likely to be more subjective, the other, more objective; 

purposes, interests and principles are involved in the one, and not in the other, 

Willis Moore makes some very instructive comments in this respect, in his 

article, 13 About the relation between a value-situation and the languages 

regarding it, he says that we have to assume the actuality of a value-situation 

that is both chronologically priqr to, and logically independent of language of 

any kind. He further says that value-terms are relevant only to those situations 

where man is involved in some experiential relationship with an object, which is 

to be not just neutral, but of affective involvement or commitment. He then, 

roughtly defines" a vlaue-situation as one in which an organism is affectively 

committeed to an object of its experience"14
• So far as a moral situation is 

concerned, it is easy to·see that the 'organism' is rational human being or 'age"nt' 

and the 'object' of his experience to which he is affectively committed, is the 

moral law or ideal. 

A moral sitation is essentially a 'social' situation. In case of moral obligations, 

we saw that they are always to others-either directly or indirectly. That is why its 

content also, which is constituated of claims·, is said be social. As Raphe I says, 

"obligations arise only where there are claims, i.e., where the agent stands to 

13. "The Language of Values"- in Ray Lepley (Ed.) 
The Language of Value, pp. 9-28. 

14. Ibid. p. 10. 

[143] 



some other person or persons in a relationship which, in some metaphorical 

sense, binds them together."15 A consideration of others' interests and ends is 

the essential feature of moral obligation. Raphael brings out this point very 

clearly by saying that obligatorines of categorical imperatives arises out of the 

thought of an inter-personal tie, an imaginative act of regarding others' ends as 

one's own, that is, disposed to pursue them. It is 'obligation' because' ends are 

others' it is desired, as if they are one's own. 

A moral situation is social in another sense also. In addition to the interests 

of other persons, it also involves the interests of society as such. It is true that 

it is in the interests of the individuals that the interests of their 'society' are to be 

looked after. But, we have to distinguish between the interests of an individual 

and those of society. A moral situation involves both of them, and therefore, 

can be said to be doubly social. 

Further, the psychological distinction between 'field' and 'environment' is 

also applicable, to some extent, to moral situation. That is, it is true, to certain 

extent, to say that moral agent, who is the focal point, chooses his own moral 

situation. Its nature and scope depends, so to say, on his 'sense of obligation'. 

But it is notentirely dependent on him. This distinction is parallel to one between 

subjective and objective duty which we have already discussed. However, for 

an agent of perfect sense of obligation, an objective moral situation presents 

itself as if it is subjective. 

In fact, a moral situation is the ll'leeting ground of all the other constituents 

of the concept of moral obligation, namely, Agent, Act. Principle and Ideal. 

Agent is actually involved in the situation in which alternative acts together with 

their circumstances, and consequences, form the content. Principle concerns 

the acts while ideal concerns the agent. It is in this moral situation that an act 

becomes 'obligatory' and an agent is put under obligation to do it in the light of 

the Principle and the Ideal. 

An important feature of moral situation is that it is generalizable as is 

shown by general moral rules applicable to similar situations, in spite of the fact 

15. Op. cit, p. 110. 
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that a conflict of obligations is possible, nay, is often found, in a concrete moral 

situatin situation. 

That there is a significant distinction of between a moral situation and a 

non-moral or empirical situation, does not mean that empirical or factual 

considerations are completely irrelevant in moral situations, it only means that 

they are not the chief considerations. 'Beliefs' certainly have influence on 

'attitudes'. But in no case, attitudes, can be reduced to beliefs, as some thinkers 

are prone to do. 

The above account, it is hoped, gives a fairly clear idea of the .nature of 

moral situation which plays an important role in the structure of the concept of 

moral obligation by being, firstly, the meeting ground of other constituents, and 

secondly, the source of the actual c.ontent of concrete moral obligations. 

6. Princi~le or Law 

It is the fourth constituent of the concept of moral obligation. Unlike the 

other three, it is in·volved onliindirectly. It governs all the acts which are morally 

significant and relevant, through various moral rules. The term 'Law' is also 

used here for moral principle to indicate its ultimacy. Kant has expressed the 

force of authority of the Moral Law by calling it the Categorical Imperative. In 

this sense, a principle is to be distinguised from a rule. As Singer16 points out, 

principle is wider than rule a·rid provide~. generally, its ground. According to 

. Ladd,17 rules provide directly general guidance to conduct while principles serve 

to validate or justify the source of, other particular prescriptions and also rules. 

Pound has brought out clearly the various functions of legal principles. They 

are applicable to moral prir:t~iples as well. He says, "Legal principles .... are 

made use of to supply new rules, to intercept old ones, to meet new situations, 

to measure the scope and application of rules and standards, and to reconcile 

them when they conflict or overl?p .. .'18 The possibility, however, suggested by 

this, of there being a multiplicity of such principle, need not be accepted, at 

least, in the moral field. The term 'principle' may be used in two senses, weak 

16. M.M. Signger, "Moral Rules and Principles" in AI. Meldon (ed.) Essays in Moral Philosophy, 
pp. 160-197. Also Generalization in Ethics, ch. V. 

17. Ladd, op. cit, pp. 144-145. 
18. Roscoe Pound, An Introduction to the Philosophy of Law, p. 116. 
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and-strong. In the weak sense it will mean only a higher-order rule, and there 

may be many such rules. But in the strong sense, it means the ultimate principle 

or the Moral Law governing all lower-order principles and rules, and therethrough, 

all the moral acts. There can be only one such ultimate principle. We have 

used it, here, in the strong sense. Nevertheless, the functions mentioned by 

Pound are cerrtainly p·erformed by the ultimate moral principle giving unity to 

our moral life and discourse. 

There is, however, a sense in which we may say that moral principles can 

be many, and it is that, there can be, and are actually proposed, many views, of 

the ultimate Principle or the Law. Each view again, may produce many alternative 

formulations of the Law. 

Prichard's postition in this respect is characteristic of his theory which is 

called, "act-intuitionism' or what Ladd 19 calls, "extreme articularism" or, 

specifically, 'situationalism" According to Prichard, it is only the situation which 

can serve as a ground. or reason for an act's being right or wrong which is 

apprehended immediately and intuitively upon reflecting on the situation. It is 

not derived from any principle. As he puts it, "the sense of obligation to do, or of 

the rightness of an action of a particular kind is absolutely underivative or 

immediate."20 This irnplies that there are no general principles from which duties 

can be derived; each situation, being unique, determines the relevant duty 

uniquely. We cannot accept this view of Prichard as it denies "generalization" 

in Ethics which is a characteristic feature of morality. 

So far as the concept of moral obligation is concerned, it may be said that 

'principle' represents the supn~me, universal obligation or demand. It is binding 

on all the moral agents, it is applicable to all the moral situations, and it covers 

all the moral acts. As Singer21 says, moral principle holds in all the circumstances, 

that is, it is 'indefeasible' . Of course, it is bound to be abstract and less definite. 

It is too general to be able to serve directly as a rule of conduct. It underlies all 

the moral rules as they are ultimately derived from it. 

19. Op. cit. pp. 142-143. 
20. Moral Obligation. 

21. Op. cit. Ch. V. 
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The place of 'principle' in moral life and discourse is very. significant It 

signifies the rule of law, so to say, in the governance of moral life. Acts, in order 

to be morally good or obligatory, have to conform to moral rules which, in turn, 

have to conform to the ultimate moral Principle or Law. It is because of this fact 

that morality is said to be deontological in nature. In a sense, 'principle' represents 

moral ideal itself. Kant has given the highest place to 'principle' in moral 

considerations in the form of the Categorial Imperative. Because of this 

importance which 'principle' enjoys in moral life and discourse, we are apt to 

consider morality to be completely deontological in nature, there being no place 

for the consideration of either purposes or consequences in it. 

_In other words, we are apt to reduce 'ideal', if there is any, to 'principle'. 

This is exactly what Kant and other rule-deontologists have done. But we have 

seen that, even theoritically, there must be a place for the ground even of 

'principle' and this ground we have chosen to call 'ideal'. In a strictly moral view, 

it may be that, 'principle' itself will be the 'ideal' within morality. But a meta

moral consideration demanding justification of 'morality' itself, will have to go 

beyond principle to its ground. That is why we have included, in our analysis of 

the structure of the concept of moral obligation, the fifth constituent, namely, 

'Ideal'. The fact, nevertheless, remains that 'principle' is the ultimate governor 

within the moral field. It is the supreme 'demand' made on moral agents, binding 

them to follow a particular course of conduct in a given situation through various 

moral rules stating general obligations. The binding force of moral obligation is 

expressed better by 'principle' than by anything_else. 

Thus, principle is a significant and essential constituent of the structure of 

moral.obligation because it .rem~:>Ve arbitrariness and particularity in the moral 

field and represents justifiability and universality in it. Within the moral field, it 

reigns supreme, and hence the truth in the deontological view of morality. It, in 

fact embodies what may be called' the moral point of view' or 'the way of life' or 

the 'ideal' as it is meant to govern not only rules but also ends and purposes in 

our moral life. In the ultimate analysis, however, even the principle is required 

to be grounded in human nature for being voluntarily acceptable. And this ground 

we have described as 'Ideal' the last of the constituents of the structure of the 

concept of moral obligation, which we may, now proceed to consider. 

[147] 



7. Ideal 

It is the ultimate ground of moral obligation. In terms of demand, it is the 

impersonal dem~nder which makes demands on moral agents with regard to 

their conduct, especially their inter-personal behaviour. It binds the agents and 

governs the acts through 'principle'-which can be said to be its embodiment so 

far as moral life is concerned. It represents the way of life which the moral 

agents are exprected to follow. ·It is the 'Parama Pursusartha' to use a term 

from Hindu Philosophy, since, 'Ideal' is the ultimate ground not only of moral 

obligation, but, in fact of morality as such, that is, since the ultimate answer to 

the question : why should I be moreal ? is to be given in terms of 'Ideal'. Here, 

we shall only describe broadly its nature as an important constituent of the 

structure of the concept of moral obligation to enable us to determine its relation 

· to other constituents. 

First of all, it should be remembered that the concept of ideal is central not 

only to moral life, but to life as a whole also. Not only the moral behaviour but 

the whole of human conduct is directed towards the attainment of the ideal. It 

determines the will and arouses one into activity. As Hadfield says "The adequate 

stimulus of will, the stimulus which is peculiarly adapted to arouse the self into 

activity, is the ldeal.22 Whatever be the concrete nature of the Ideal, one thing is 

quite certain, that Ideal must be the embodiment, nay, in fact fulfilment of basic 

human aspirations like, quest after perfection' and urge for freedom and 

happiness. Some may describe it as self-realization. Hadfield, for example, 

says, "The Ideal is that, the attainment of which produces completeness and 

self-realizetion"23
• It is the most potent factor in the governance of human conduct 

because it at once stimulates the will to activity and determines the direction 

and character of activities. 

It is necessary to clarify one point at this stage. Generally, 'Ideal' is believed 

to be accepted and pursued consciously and deliberately. This is true of 

immediate goals or ideals. But, here, we are talking of the ultimate end of human 
. . 

22. Hadfield, J. A. Psychology and Morals, p. 82. 

23. Ibid, P. 86. 

[148] 



life. We cannot strictly say, about it, that it is always directly and consciously 

accepted and pursued in all of our activites. It is rather that which, in the ultimate 

analysis, is found to guide or direct them. In other words, it is likely, and is often 

.the case, that Ideal expresses itself, not directly, but through a system of 

purposes or ends and rules, that is, thro.ugh a way of life. It will be, t_hus, seen 

that the apparent antagonism between purpose and rule gets dissolved in the 

concept of 'ideal'. 

Now, we have to distinguisn between moral and non-moral ideal. Every 

ideal need not be necessarily moral. hence the distinction is significant in more 

than one ways. So far as the concept of moral obligation is concerned, the 

Ideal which governs the world of obligations must be, it is evident, the Moral 

Ideal. But the question is, can the Moral Ideal be separated from the Life-Ideal 

of individual human beings? This question is related to another distinction that 

we have to make, namely, the distinction between individual ideal and social 

ideal. Life-Ideal can be said to correspond to the ultimate individual ideal, while 

Moral-Ideal to social ideal. There are, however, many ways in which these 

distinctions can be conceived. Here, by Life-Ideal is meant the Supreme Ideal 

of Life as a whole that an individual accepts and pursues. Moral Ideal, on the 

other hand, is concerned only with moral life, which is essentially social life. As 

such, Life-Ideal is a wider concept, and includes Moral Ideal within it as a very 

important constituent. Thus conceived, the apparent opposition between 

individual and social, non-moral and moral ideals dissolves into the single 

ultimate Life-Ideal. Ideal, as a constitutent of the structure of the concept of 

moral obligation, is, here, viewed as described above. It is either Moral Ideal as 

a part or an aspect of Life-Ideal, or Life-Ideal expressing itself through Moral

Ideal. If the further analyse the nature of Moral Ideal, we shall see that it is 

better expressed in the form of the supreme Moral Law, or as Kant would say, 

the Categorical Imperative, bringing out the deontological and binding nature 

of morality. Life-Ideal then becomes the ground of this Imperative or Supreme 

Demand, or the impersonal demander. It has the inherent force of inner binding 

because it is not imposed on the individual from without, but is appointed by his 

own nature. It can be truly said to 'oblige' one to act in a particular manner in a 

given situation. 
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A further question may be asked as to whether there are many such ideals, 

and if so, how to resolve the conflict among them. We should remember, in this 

connection, that we are, here, talking about the ultimate Life-Ideal which, for an 

individual at least, can be only one. Other so-called ideals, many of which are 

really only purposes, are to be determined in the light of Life-Ideal. As for different 

ideals for different individuals, we may say, here, only this much that human 

nature being what it is, it is possible to conceive of a single ideal for all human 

beings. But, even supposing that individuals have different Life-Ideals, the moral 

life being common to them, the variety does not affect the universality and 

objectivity of 'Morality'. or 'Moral Obligation'. The conflict, therefore, need not 

arise, at least, in the moral field. 

. . .. The above discussion, I hope, points out clearly the important role played 

by '.Ideal' in the analysis of the concept of moral obligation, as one ofthe essential 

constituents of its structure. Moral obligation,· as we have seen, is the demand 

of the 'lde~l'. The peculiarity of the concept of Ideal is that it combines in it at 

once both fact and value. It is because of this that it enjoys a unique place in 

our moral life. 

8. Interrelation Among the Constituents 

We hae discussed, uptil now, the nature and function of the five constituents 

of the concept of moral obligation, separately, We shall, now, point out their 

interrelation very briefly. 

Agent is the central constituent round which other constituents revolve. It 

is because of his psycho-social nature that other constituents come into play at 

all. His social nature puts him in a moral situation which is primarily a social 

situation. He is caught in the -net-work of inter-personal relationships. On the 

other hand, he has his own individual purposes or desires to fulfil, some ideal to 

realize. The conditions, however, of the realization of his ideal itself, are not 

entirely individual or personal but also social. It is in this complex psycho-social 

predicament that moral binding has its origin. An agent is a doer and his acts 

affect the interest both of himself and others. The binding is, therefore, primarily 

behavioural, that is, concerning his acts or conduct. The relation between Agent 

and Situation on the one hand, and between Agent and Acft>n the other, is thus 
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evident. It is in the moral Situation that a moral Agent is requred or bound to 

follow a. particular course of conduct that is morally right or obligatory. In other 

words, moral considerations arise only in moral situations. Further, the Situation 

provides the Agent with alternative acts out of which he has to choose the right 

one. As for the relation between Act and Situation, it is clear that Moral Situation 

is the source of the concrete content of Moral Obligation or Act. 

Now, while considering the relation between Agent and Act, we will do 

well to refer to their so-called characteristics of being under obligation and 

obligatoriness respectively. Agent is said to be under obligation to do the Act 

which is said to be obligatory. There is the relation of binding between the two 

and, being under obligation and obligatoriness express two aspects of the same 

relation of binding. That the binding is of the nature of demand we have already 

seen. Agent .is the demandee and Act is the demandum. Both, 'being under 

obligation- on-the part of the Ag!3nt and obligatorfness of Act, refer to the same 

thing, Principle in the present case, which binds the two together. That is to 

say, Ag_ent and Act are bound together by Principle. Agent is to act on Principle. 

Principle thus represents the demand itself. As principle, it is general and formal 

in. nature. But it gets its concrete. content in particular concrete situations . 

. The peculiarity of principle is that it represents social consideration. It 

-binds the .Agent not only to the obligatory Act, but to the society at large. It 

binds individuals together into a society and helps create and maintain social .

harmony or social good. It removes arbitrariness, ensures objectivity and thus 

clearly brings out the deontological aspect of the nature of moral obligation: It is 

moral binding or demand itself. It is the Agent who is bound by Principle. This is 

. expressed by saying that he is under obligatic:m. The general relation betWeen 

Act and Principle, however, is that of conformity. The Act has to conform to the 

Principle, on the one hand and to the Situation on the other. This double 

conformity, so to say, of Act constitues what is called its obligatoriness. This 

shows that both 'being under obligation' on the part of Agent and 'obligatoriness 

of Act' are essentially relational iil nature. They cannot be conceived without 

reference to other constituents, namely Situation and Principle. 

Coming to Ideal, the relation of Agent to Ideal is understandable; but the 

relation of other constituents to it is not that easy to understand. So far as 
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Agent is concerned, Ideal represents both the Individual and the social good in 

the form of the supreme goal of his life. It is pursued by him, consciously or 

unconsciously, through all his activities. Its acceptance by Agent is not only 

voluntary but is, in fact, quite natural as it is appointed by his own nature. All his 

purposes and immediate goals are supposed to lead to this supreme Ideal. 

Ideal is the ultimate ground of moral obligation. It is the authority behind· 

moral binding as well as its explanation. The answer to the question: why should 

I be moral ? is to be given ultimately in terms of Ideal. It is the voluntary 
' 

acceptance of Ideal by Agent that puts him under obligation. To accept the 

Ideal is to submit to its guidance, rule and authority, This binding is expressed 

in the form of Principle. Principle or Law is, thus, the practical embodiment of 

Ideal. Ideal is the consummation of the systems of both purpose and rules that 

form our life. It brings out clearly that morality is teleological as well as 

deontological in nature. 

Situation is the occasion for stepping towards the realization of the Ideal. 

Particular Acts are governed by Ideal through Principle. What is important to 

note is that Ideal puts Agent under obligation and subjects him to the binding of 

Principle which in turn derives its authority, ultimately, from Ideal itself. 

This brings us to the end of the discussion of the structure of the concept 

of moral obligation. The discussion shows that the concept of moral obligation · 

has a complex structure of which a Pentagon Model is, here, suggested and 

elaborated. It goes against the simple quality notion of moral concepts as 

suggested by the Intuitionists, especially by G. E. Moore. One thing, however, 

is certain, and it is that the concept of moral obligation has its own characteristic 

unity because the interrelation among its constituents is not only intimate but is 

also inherent in them. It is the natural inherent interrelation that moulds them 

into the unity of the concept of moral obligation. The structural analysis as 

proposed and undertaken here, will, I hope enable us to gain an insight into the 

essential nature of the concept of moral obligation. 
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CHAPTER • VIII 

FURTHER CONSIDERATION OF THE CONCEPT OF MORAL OBLIGATION. 

Section A: Moral Obligation and Motivation 

(1) The Problem 

(2) Externalism 

(3) lnternalism 

(4) Critical Estimate 

(5) The Proposed view 

Section 8: Objectives, Subjective and Putative Views of Moral 

Obligation· 

(1) The Problem 

(2) Subjective and Putative Views 

(3) Criticism 

(4) Adequacy of the Objective View 

(5) Nature· of the Controversy 

(6) Conclusion of Second Part 

Section A:. Moral Obligation and Motivation.1 

1. The Problem 

The ·question, whether 'motivation' can, somehow, be built into the 

judgements of moria obligation, is, theoretically, as well as practically, very 

1. For the suggestion and material of this section, I am indebted to Prof. W.K. Frankena's 
Article: "Obligation and Motiv~tion in Recent Moral Philosophy" in A. I. Melden (Ed.) Essays 
in Moral Philosophy (pp 40-81 ). 
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important, since the answer to it is bound to reveal the essential nature of the 

concept of moral obligation. As usual, there are two opposed views in this 

regard which Frankena names as Externalism and lnternalism. According to 

the externalists, motivation is not a part of the analysis of moral judgements of 

obligation or the justification of moral claims, It is important only for persuading 

people to act as per their obligations. 

For the internalists, on the other hand, motivation is involved in the analysis 

,of the judgements of moral o~ligation, and, therefore, essential for an act's 

being, or being shown to be morally obligatory. We shall, here, briefly consider 

these opposed views critically. 

2. Externalism 

Accroding to Externalism, obligation represents a requirement which is 

external to the agent in the sense of being independent of hi~ desires or needs. 

This does not imply that needs or desires are totally irrelevant in moral 

considera~ions. What is emphasised is that, though needs etc. may have some 

relevance of their own for the·judegements of moral obligation, they canriot 

form a pa·rt of their analysis; th'_at is, they cannot be said to be the essential 

constituent of the concept of mbral obligation . ..... 
A judgement of moral obligation, on this veiw, states an objective fact of 

moral binding or obligation. An agent, having a sense of obligation, accepts it. 

So far as the existence of the fact of obligation is concerned, the agent's needs 

etc. do not affect it in any way. Whether the agent's needs are satisfied or not 

by acting as per his obligations, whether he is actually moved to act as per 

obligations or not, the obligations exist there all the same for him. Needs may 

constitute his motivation for actually acting as per obligation, but cannot be the 

reason for. justifying a judgement of moral obligation. Even in case of a desire 

being a mptive, one may object to it on the Kantian ground that, such an action 

performed to satisfy a need cannot be moral since it is done, not on. categorical, 

but on hypothetical imperative. Even the motive cannot be the satisfaction of 

desire or need, but only the respect for the Moral Law. Of course, this latter 

postilion involves some element of internalism which we will consider in due 

course. The point, he~e is that, according to externalism, the reason for justifying 
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a judgement of moral obligation, that is its existence, is independent of reason 

for actually acting, or being moved to act, as per obligation. Thus, motivation is 

external to the judgement of moral obligation. For externalism, asking the 

question 'what is my duty'? is not asking for a duty which is already accepted as 

'motive'. Motive may be either presupposed or added for explaining the actual 

behaviour as per obligation. 

3. lnternalism 

Internal ism upholds the opposite view that 'motivation' forms an essential 

constituent, if not the only one, of the concept of moral obligation, that it is 

involved invariably in the analysis of the judgements of moral obligation. An 

act's being morally obligatory or being shown to be so, depends, in some way, 

upon its connection with motivation. In other worlds, 'obligatoriness' of an act is 

essentially related to 'motivation'. A judgement of moral obligation does not 

state a dry, intellectual or cognitive 'fact' of obligation, but expresses the 

'motivational involvement', so to say, of the moral agent with respect to the act, 

always or mostly accompanied by the feeling of approval towards it. According 

to this view, it is not possible to explain the voluntary acceptance of obligation 
. . 

by an agent and so also his behaviour in accrodance with it, without reference 

to some necessary relation between his motivation and the obligatoriness of 

the act. In short, a judgement of moral obligation expresses an agent's being 

under oblig.ation which involves necessarily a practical obligation 'to act on it', 

which in turn involves 'motivation' so to act, on the part of the agent. 

lnternalism is supported by different thinkers on essentially the sarpe 

ground, as is seen frorD Frankena's account in his· article, Stc:~ce, 2 for example, 

holds that, even if 'A ought to do 8' is true, it does not follow that A has any 

obli~ation to 'act', any p~actical obligation, but only an obligation to believe. 

This implies that a 'practical obligation' cannot be derived from a 'fact' even a 

moral fact', so to say, of obligation. Something more is required and that 'more' 

is what may generally be called 'motivation'. The same point is made even 

clearer by Noweii-Smith.3 According to him, a 'fact', natural, metaphysical or 

2. Stace, W.T. : The Concept of Morals. 

3. Ethics, pp. 36-43. 
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non-natural, about an action cannot entail that one ought to do it. Frankena 

very, significantly point out that this may mean two things- (a) 'Ought' cannot 

be derived from 'is'; and (b) 'ought' cannot be derived from a 'truth' even of an 

ought-statement. Again, it will be seen that something 'more' than a 'fact' is 

necessary for deriving a 'practical ought'. 

Steavenson provides us with an emotive version of lnternalism. Accroding 

to him, ethical terms have a magnetism of their own, that is, "a person who 

recognizes to be good (or obligatory) must ipso facto acquire a stronger tendency 

to act in its favour than he otherwise would have had."4 There are two premises. 

on which his internalistic thesis rests (a) assent to~ moral judgement necessarily 

acquires a stronger tendency to do the act;. and (b) assenting to a fact involving 

no reference to interest will, in no case, necessarily create such a tendency. As 

Frankena points out, these can be taken either causally or psychologically. In 

either case, a reference to 'serving the interest' is. necessary, and it, in turn, 
. ~.· 

involves a reference to 'motivation' . 

According to Aiken,5 the 'normative' nature of the judgements of obligation 

entails lnternalism. Since they determine conduct by influencing the will, a 

reference to 'motivation' is implicit in them. This is supported by the fact that 

the relation between cognition and motivation is causal and not logical. He 

also gives another argument is support of his view, namely, that obligation 

presupposes 'responsibility' which, in turn, presupposes motivation. 6 According 
r ' 

to Field,7 qCtion must have some reason and furtber, this reason necessar.ily 

refers to motivation. Thi~ is implied in his criticism of externalism that if motivation 

·is external to obligation then no reason can be given for 'action' when it is 

actually there. 

4. Critical Estin:tate 

We have stated above, ·in brief, the general contentions of both Externalism 

4. "Emotive Meaning of Ethical Words", Mind; 1937. 
5. Aiken, H.D.: "Evaluation and Obligation", JoumalofPhilosophy, 1950. 
6. Aiken, H. D.: "Evaluation and Obligation", Journal of Philosophy, 1950. 
7. Field G.C. :Moral Theory, pp. 51-56. 
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and lnternalism with regard to the problem of whether motivation forms the 

necessary and essential aspect of the concept of moral obligation. Frankena 

very ably sums up their positions in the following words : "What an externalist 

must deny, and the internalist must assert, is that having objectively a certain 

moral obligation logically entails having some motivation for fulfilling it, that 

justifying a judgement of objective moral obligation logically implies establishing 

or producing a motivational buttress, and that it is logically impossible that 

there should be a state of apprehending a moral obligation of one's own which 

is not accompanied by such a buttress."8 

While considering them, we have to distinguish between two things

namely, 'having. an obligation' and 'accepting an obligation'. This distinction is 

important because the controversy rests on the confusion between the two. 

Externalism emphasizes the former while lnternalism stresses the latter. 

Corresponding to this distinction, there ar~ two other distinctions which we 

must note,. Firstly, there is a distinction between' subjective obligation' and 

'objective obligation'. Of these, the former implies lnternalism and the latter 

Externalism. Secondly, there is al$0 a distinction, as Frankena points out, 

between a 'motivating reason' of behaviour and its 'justifying reason'. Here 

again, the former implies internalism and the latter Externalism. So far as the 

question of subjective I objective duty is concerned, we will discuss it, in some 

details, in the second section of this chapter. In anticipation of its result, however, 

we may say that this distinction is more epistemological than ontological. That 

is, there is only objective duty and the question is how to know it subjectively. 

The other two distinctions are ultimately connected with the question- why 

should I be moral ? -that is, with the 'ground' of moral obligation. The question 

is, even though there is the objective fact of obligation, why should I accept it? 

As for the judgement of moral obligation, it expresses 'having an obligation'. 

For example, "Y ought to do X" expresses the moral fact, so to say, that Y is 

under obligation to do X. The question of its acceptance by Y does not come in 

at this stage. Even the reason that may be given in support of this judgement 

8. Frankena, op. Cit, pp. 73-74. 
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does not involve' motivation' as it is only an objective, justifying reason. The 

agent may even believe that he is under obligation. The question is, why should 

the agent act in accordance with his obligation ? This is almost asking the 

question-why should he (or I) be moral? It will be remembered that this is quite 

a different question that takes us beyond the scope of a moral judement of 

obligation. The Externalists confine themselves only to what the judgements of 

moral obligation express and they are so far right in doing so. The lnternalists, 

on the other hand, insist that the complete meaning and nature of the concept 

of moral obligation cannot be understood unless we know why we do or should 

accept our obligations and act on them. According to them, only the reference 

to 'motivation' can satisfactorily explain this, lnternalism is right in insisting on 

the 'ground' of moral obligation, but we must know that the judgements of moral 

obligation by themselves do not involve a reference to its ground, as they express 

only the fact of the agent's being under obligation. Thus, we see that these two 

theories emphasise two important but different aspects of the concept of moral 

obligation, namely, its nature and meaning on the one hand and its ground on 

the other, and both, therefore, are right in what they emphasize. It is because 

of this that Frankena arrives at the conclusion that Externalism cannot be refuted, 

nor can lnternalism be. 

5. The Proposed View 

But we need not ·stop at. this conclusion. We may try to explore the 

possibility of a view which will combine these theories into a comprehensive 

theqry of moral obliga~ion. Fortunately, the two theories are not really opposed, 

since they emphasize two different but equally important aspects which, in fact, 

a theory of moral obligation must include,. namely, the meaning and the ground 

.of moral obligation. The truth contained in Externalism is that moral obligarion 

is not entirely a subjective matter, depending on the whims of individuals, but is 

an objective and generalizable demand to which individuals are subject. The 

. truth in lnternalism, on the other hand, is that, though an objective fact, moral 

obligation, since it is voluntarily accepted and acted on, is grounded ultimately 

in the human nature itself and cannot be foreign or external to man as he is .. In 

other words, moral obligation is a 'fact' but not 'external'; it is internal (or comes 

from within) but is not merely a subjective feeling; it is a 'fact' natural to man. 
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The same thing we have expressed elsewhere by saying that all ought

judgements imply a second order demand to act on the (first-order) demands 

expressed by them. In other words, ' acting on the moral obligations' is itself a 

common moral obligation which refers to 'motivation'. 

It will be seen that the complete picture of moral obligation presented in 

this study harmoniously combines both lnternalism and Externalism. On our 

view, moral obligation is a legitimately superior demand of the ideal. Herein, 

legitimately superior demand' represents Externalism, and 'of the ideal' 

lnternalism. Pursuit of ideal is natural to man, and he can pursue only that ideal 

which is appointed by his own nature. As a 'demand' moral obligation is a fact 

and as a demand of 'ideal' it is natural to man and comes from within, provided 

with sufficient 'motivation' to act on it. The answer to the question-why should I 

be moral? which is involved especially in lnternalism, can be satisfactorily given 

only in terms of 'ideal' grounded in human nature. The demand for being moral, 

is, itself, felt as the call of the ideal. And since the ideal represents the interests 

and aspirations of man, his 'summum bonum', its call is felt and accepted as 

inherently authoritative or imperative. As Turner very aptly puts. " ... the moral 

ideal, in its relation to conduct and character, is always felt as essentially 

imperative. We instinctively feel... that in so far as this imperativeness is 

surrendered, morality sinks to expediency"9
• It is because of its 'inner' source 

that the authority or imperativeness of moral obligation or demand becomes in 

herently acceptable. Turner brings out the innate nature of the source of the 

authority of moral obligation very beautifully by saying, "Obligation is a rigorous 

demand proceeding as it were from ourselves to ourselves, or from our higher 

self to our lower self:"10 
. 

9. Turner, J.E.; The Philosophic Basis of Moral Obligation, p. 163. 

10. Ibid, p. 165. 
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Section 8 : Objective, Subjective and Putative Views of Moral Obligation11 

1. The Problem 

A question is very often raised as to whether our obligations depend upon 

the actual situation and consequences, or on our beliefs about these, or, again, 

on our moral estimate of what the supposed situation demands. The view that 

obligations depend on the real, objective situation is called the objective views; 

the vieW that they depend on our belief about it is called subjective; and the one 

that they depend upon our estimate of what is morally demanded by the 

supposed situation, is called the putative view. The problem before us is to 

determine which one of these views gives a more adequate description of moral 

obligation. This is by no means an easy task because, as Raphael12 is well 

aware, the· common-sense judgements of moral obligation do not allow us to. 

give an exclusively single answer, covering all instances, in favour of any one 

of these views; and yet, all the three, even two of them cannot be true at the · 

same time and in the same sense. 

Let us consider these views, and also the difference between them a little 

more closely. With regard to the whole of this question, we may safely draw on 

the elaborate discussions. of this problem by Ross, 13 Prichard, 14 and Garritt. 

According to Ross, a morally suitable' situation, in which an agent finds himself, 

contains two elements-objective and subjectiv~. The objective element consists 

of the facts about the various persons and things involved in the situation, while 

the subjec~ive element consists of the agent's thoughts about the situation. 

The question, now, is which of the two is ethically more important. The putative 

view is described by him as the "double dose of subjectivity"15• As to the 

differences between these views, he points out that the subjective view may 

differ from the objective,"ln consequence of a divergence from the truth in the 

agent's opinion about the circumstances", and the putative from the subjective 

11. These descriptions are used by Dr. Garritt in his Ethical and Political Thinking, Ch. If 
where he discusses this problem very extensively. 

12. Raphael, D.O.: Moral Judgement, Ch. VII. 
13. Foundations of Ethics, Ch. VII. 
14. "Duty and Ignorance of Fact" in Moral Obligation. 

15. Rosse, Op. cit, p. 164. 
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"in virtue of a divergence from truth in the agent's opinion as to what is morally 

suitable to the supposed circumstances". The one difference is due to a 

divergence from truth on a non-moral question, the other to a divergence from 

the truth on a moral question. 16 In other words the differences between these 

views lie in their approaches to the two clements involved in a moral situation. 

namely, the 'situation' itself and the 'demands' it makes on the agent. The 

objective view has an objective approach to both; the subjective view has an 

objective approach to the 'demand's but a subjective one to the 'situation' and 

the putative view is the opposite of the objective, that is, it has a subjective 

approach to both the 'situation' and the 'demands'. Hence its description by 

Ross as the 'double dose of subjectivity'. 

'Russell also distinguishes between subjective and objective rightness and 

says that, "a man's conduct has 'subjective' rightness when it is what his own 

conscience approves, but that this does not ensure 'objective' rightne.ss"17• About 

objective rightness he say~, "I think that the 'objectively right' act is that which 

best serves the interest of the group that is. regarded an ethically dominant"18 It 

is clear that Russell is, here, referring to the 'demands' - element, leaving the 

'situation' out of consideration. 

We have seen that according to Ross, the question about the 'situation' is 

a non-moral question, while the: one about the 'demands' is a moral questio.n. 

This is only prime facie true, as the 'situation', here, is assumed to involve, in 

itself, no moral considerations. It refers only to the persons and things involved 

in it. If this is the case, then it is very easy to resolve the conflict about it, 

between the subjective and objective views, because, then, it is a matter only 

of empirical verification. But it is 'not so simple, since the 'situation' is not just an 

empirical matter, a matter that can be empirically (objectively) determined and 

verified. In that case, there would be no difference between a 'social situation' 

and a 'moral situation'. This means that the 'situation' also involves besides 

things and persons, certain morally relevant or significant features which are 

even more important and are organically related to the 'demands' which the 

16. Ibid, pp. 161-162 
17. Russell, B. : Human Society in .Ethics and Politics. Ch. VI. p. 79 
18. Ibid. p. 80. 
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moral situation is thought to make. The question about the 'situation' as well as 

the 'demand's is, therefore, a moral question. In case of'situation', the differences 

are concerning its morally relevant features, while in case of 'demands', 

concerning their exact nature. In one case, the question is, "what are the morally 

signifiant features of the 'situation'?" in the other, "what are the (moral) 'demands', 

which it makes on the agent involved in it"? Thus, Ross's acco~nt, in this regard, 

is unacceptable. A man cannot have, without sacrificing consistancy, one moral 

stand-point with reagard to the 'moral situation', and another with regard to the 

'demands' it makes, for the simple reason that his view of 'demands' depends 

on his view of the 'situation'. 

This point seriously affects the formulation of the problem itself by the· 

deontologists like-Carritt, Ross and Prichard, as it removes, out of picture, what 

they call the subjective view, which is really a combination of subjective and 
' objective approaches to the 'situation' .and the 'demands' respectively. The 

completely subjective view is what they call'putative view'19 which is opposed 

to the objective view. In the accounts of these views given by Ross and others, 

the emphasis is on the 'situation' and the questions are framed by Garritt 

accordingly. But, while restating,,.the problem in the light of above discussion, 

the emphasis will be more properly given on the 'demands'. Emphasizing 

'demands' is very important because, when we. ask the question, "What ought 

I to do?", what we want to know~ ultimately is our duty or demand. Further, it is 

even more important to note that''moral demands' are not determined solely by 

the concrete situation. In fact, s(tuations only supply the concerete content of 
-

the obligatory acts; their obligatoriness itself is not determined by the situation, 

but by the moral rule which in turn is determined by the supreme Moral Law 

embodying the Life-Ideal. It is, thus, more sign_ifacat to emphasize thrc 'demands' 

than the 'situation' in stating the problem. Thus restated, the problem assumes 

the form "Are our moral obligations. what we think or believe them to be or are 

they objectively determined ?" The view that they are what we believe them to 

be, is the subjective view, while, the one that they are objectively determined 

19. Broad, C. D. also calls the putative obligation, 'subjective' and the objective and subjective, 
severally 'material' and 'formal' (Philosophy, July, 1946). 
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and are independent of our beliefs about them, is the objective view. What 

Garritt calls the 'subjective' and the 'putative' views, may be taken to be the two 

varities of the subjective view as restated. 

2. Subjective and Putative Views 

Considering first, the subjective view, we see that the strongest argument 

in favour of it is that, only subjectively can a man ever know his duties. In order 

to be able to discharge one's duties, one must first be able to know them. Not 

being omniscient a man can never know his objective duties. We can do only 

what we consider or believe to be out duties and not others. There is another 

point of view from which subjectivism may be supported. If we distinguish 

between individual and social morality then, the obligations of individual morality 

are subjective, though the obligations of social morality may be objective. 

Raphael holds such a view. He says, "On the other hand, such obligations 

which do not come within the range of what is demanded by a society from all 

its members as an irreducible minimum depend solely on what the agent thinks 

is required of him."20 

. Pric~ard and Ross are in favour of the subjective vie~. Ross says, 

"Nevertheless, I have come to hold the opposite opinion, that it is the subjectively 

right act that is obligatory."21 In this he follows Prichard whose arguments in his 

'Duties and Ignorance of Fact', seem to him quite conclusive. While considering 

these arguments, we must remer:nber that the problem, which these thinkers 

di~cuss, emphasizes 'situation', while we have restated the problem emphasizing 

'demands'. This means that they accept the 'objectivity' of 'demands', but deny 

it to the situation in which they ari.se. That is, their view is only partially subjective 

in our sense. This makes it vulnerable from both the putative and the objective 

standpoints, as it is neither completely subjective, i.e., putative, nor completely 

objective. Garritt realizes this drawback of this 'subjective view' and, therefore, 

supports the putative vi~w on the whole. With these clarifications let us ·consider 

the arguments in favour of the situati~n-subjectivism, so to say, given by Ross, 

following Prichard. 

20. Op. cit., p. 137. 
21. Ross : op. cit. p. 148. 
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The arguments are chiefly two, Firstly, the contention that an obligation 

must be an obligation not to effect a certain result, but to set oneself to effect it, 

supports the subjective view. Secondly, the contention that rightness or 

obligatoriness is not a character of actions, but that 'being under obligation' is a 

characteristic of a man, that is, agent, also supports the subjective view. Carrit's 

own position is that, on the objective view a man might sometime know an 

obligation but never a duty, Therefore, though it must be possible for him to do 

his objective duty, yet, he is responsible only for trying to do it. In one sense, he 

cannot even try to do his objective duty since he does not, and cannot know 

what it is. As he says, "What a man can always do is to fulfil a putative duty"22 

because his conclusion is that "we always know our putative duty, sometimes a 

subjective obligation, but our objective duties never."23 

3. Criticism 

From the above arguments it becomes clear that they are all directed 

against the knowability of the objective obligation. The chief argument is that 

we can know only our subjective duty and never the objective, hence our duty 

is subjective in nature: This is not a sound conclusion. Prichard's arguments 

are also not sound as we will now see. 

The first argument is that an obligation must be to set oneself to effect a 

result and not directly to effect the result itself; and this implies subjectivism. 

Now the meaning of 'result', here, is ambiguous. It may either mean the 'act' 

itself or its result. From an ought-sentence expressing a judgement of moral 

obligation it is evident that it means 'act' and not its result. For example, "You 

ought to do X" demands to 'do "X' and not to produce any result of 'doing X'. 

Thus, 'setting oneself to effect a result' would mean setting oneself to do X. 

Now, the contention of the argument is that a judgement of moral obligation 

expresses a demand, not do .'do X', but to 'set oneself to do X'. It is clear that 

this contention is not in conformity with the acutal judgement of moral obligation . 

expressed in an ought-sentence like "you oughtto do X". No 'setting your~elf is 

22. Garritt, Op. cit, p. 24 
23. Ibid, p. 26. 
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involved here but 'doing X'. Thus, the contention, on which the argument is 

based, is itself unwarranted so far as we stick to the original meaning of an 

ought-sentence. 

But let us grant that the contention is true, for the sake of argument. Still 

it cannot support the subjective view. It only changes the 'content' of obligation 

from 'doing X' to 'setting oneself to do X'. But the latter can be as objective as 

the former. The 'situation' remains the same in both the cases. 

Similar is the case of the se·cond argument which is based on the contention 

that, 'not obligatoriness of an act' but 'being under obligation of an agent' is 

central to the concept of moral obligation. In our theory we have tried to show 

that though the concept of obligation refers primarily to an agent's 'being under 

obligation', still 'obligatoriness of an act' also cannot be altogether ignored as 

they form the two sides of the same concept and arise from the same inherent 

interrelation among the constituents of the complex structure of'moral obligation'. 

Moreover, even granting the cqntention, the subjective view does not follow, 

because, 'being under obligation' is as objective as 'obligatoriness' is. There is 

a distinction between 'to be under obligation 'and' to feel to be under obligation'. 

The argument confuses these two distinct facts, the former 'moral' and the 

latter 'psychological'. 

Let us now pass on to consider the chief argument based on the 

'unknowability' of the objective duty. There are two parts in this argument, 

namely, that (a) 'objective situation' is unknowable, and (b) 'objective duty' Is 

unknowable. It is also assumed that the 'objective duty' depends on the 

knowledge of the 'objective situation'. As regards (a), it is as clear as day-light 

that an objective situation, in all its entirety, can be known only by an ominiscient 

being. But it is not necessary to know the objective situation in its entirety, as 

'duty' does not depend entirely on it. We have to distinguish in this connection, 

between a 'social' situation and a 'moral' situation. The latter involves only the 

morally relevant features of the former, and 'duty' depends on this moral situation 

plus the ·general moral rules. The 'moral relevance' or morality itself does not 

·depend on the situation, but is determined by the general moral rules, and 

ultimately by the Moral Law, or, generally, by the moral code accepted by a 

society. This means that the criteria of 'morality' or 'moral relevance' are pre-
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determined and it is on the basis of these criteria that the morally relevant features 

of a situation are determined and constituted into what is called the 'moral' 

situation, giving rise to duties. This means that if we have sufficient knowledge 

of the 'social' situation and the criteria of morality, then we can know the duty 

arising in it. As for the distinction between 'obligation' and 'duty' it is significant 

only in the context of conflict of obligations; but it is possible to resolve it in the 

light of the Moral Law (or the Life Ideal) on the one hand and the morally relevant 

features of the situation on the other. 

The next question is, cari we know all the morally relevant features of a 

situation ? On the whole, I am inclined to hold that we can, since, the criteria 

determining these features do not depend entirely on the situation itself, but are 

themselves determined by the Moral Law or the existing moral code. What we 

must know is the exact nature of the 'problem' in a situation. Then we can 

decide as to what information is necessary to solve it, with the help of the criteria, 

and try to get it. That will determine the 'duty' in that situation. The information 

we require is not about the whole of th.e objective si~uation, but only about the . 

facts concerning the problem. Even this is sometimes very difficult to get. But 

difficulty is not impossiblity. 

The second argument states that the objective moral demands are 

unknowable. This is primarily the contention of the putative view which refers 

chiefly to the 'conflict of obligation'. It assumes the inability of a moral theory to 

resolve the conflict. Plainly stated, this means that our duty is what we think or 

believe is our duty. It deprives the judgements of moral obligation of their 

objectivity and makes duty a matter of subjective belief. But these contentions 

are unacceptable. It is not proper to assume the inability of Moral theory as 

such to resolve the conflict of obligations ·on the ground that some particular 

theory fails or has failed. Further, this view goes against the objectivity of moral 

judgements. In fact, objectivity is one of the prominent features of morality. A 

duty is not what I think to be my duty, but is what is determined objectively as 

duty by the inherent interrelation of the constituents of 'moral obligation'. Thus, 

the second part of the argument also is not acceptable. 
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4. Adequacy of the Objective View 

We tried to show above that all the arguments in favour of the subjective 

view are unacceptable. The obligations expressed in the judgements of moral 

obligation are objective for they do not depend merely on the beliefs of the 

moral agents. We cannot, therefore, say that there are no objective obligations, 

or that they are entirely a matter of the agent's subjective beliefs, either about 

the 'situation' or about the 'demand' or again about both 'situation and demand.' 

It is very important to note in this connection what Professor Brandt pointed 

out to Dr. Ewing, and which he accepted and incorporated in his own view. I 

quote Ewing's own words. 

"But it has been pointed out to me that in order to be even subjectively 

under a moral obligation I must believe not only that the act is fitting but that 

there is. independent of my belief a moral obHgation to do it. ... Thus the subjective 

moral ought presupposes an objective ought not only in the sense of fittingness 

but in the sense of moral obligation"24 

This clearly shows not only that there are objective moral obligations but 

also that our being subjectively under moral obligation itself presupposes their 

existence. The paradox of the subjective view is that it has to base itself on the 
. . 

objective view. When I am prompted to act on my 'belief about a moral obligation, 

my belief itself is that it is my objective duty. 

Thus, on the whole, the objective view proves itself to be more adequate 

than the subjective and the putative views. What the judgements of moral 

obligation express are not subjective, but objective obligations in the form of 

demands. They do not depend on the beliefs of the agents about them, but are 

objectively determined by the Moral Law, embodying the Life-Ideal, on the one 

hand and the moral situation on the other. Even 'conscience' cannot support 

the subjective view. As Russell points out, "If we admit, as I think we must,.that 

not all consciences are perfect, we shall be compelled to seek for a concept of 

'objective rightness' by which consciences can be judged."25 

24. Ewing, A.c:;,. : Second Thoughts in Moral Philosophy, p. 91. 
25. Russell, op. cit. 79. 
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5. Nature of the Controversy 

When we consider this controversy of 'subjective-objective duty' in all its 

aspects, we are inclined to think that it is based on the confusion between the 

two questions (a) is my duty subjectively or objectively determined? and (b) 

What can I actually do, the subjective or the objective duty? The answers to 

these questions are obvious. My duty is not determined by me but is objective. 

At the same time,. however, r can actually do only what I consider to be my 

objective duty. It is very often the case that there is a gap between my objective 

duty and what I believe to be my objective duty. This gap corresponds, in general, 

to the gap between the objective reality and my knowledge of it. The real question 

is, how to bridge this .gap? But, if we believe in the capacity of Reason to know 

the Reality, then I think, this question can be hopefully solved. The gap is really 

. between my duty and my knowledge of it and not between my subjective and 

objective duty. What I am demanded to do is my duty. I do it as I undersatnd it. 

The question is howto get true knowledge of duties? The controversy, therefore, 

has an epistemological significance rather. than an ontological one. When this 

is realized, the controversy, in fact, does not remain a controversy, but gets 

transformed into an epistemological problem, which, though difficult, is not 

altogether impossible to solve. 

6. Conclusion of the Second Part 

This brings us to the end of the Second Part of our study, We have, now, 

before us, a sufficiently clear picture ofthe concept of moral obligation. We saw 

that 'obligation' especially' moral obligation' is most adequately described in 

terms of 'demand'. We further saw that the 'morality' of moral obligation' consists 

in its legitimate superiority. As for the complex structure of the concept of moral 

obligation, we found that it is constituted of five components, namely-Agent, 

Act, Situation, Principle or Law, and Ideal. We suggested that it is the Ideal 

which makes demands on the Agents, and is ultimately the ground of moral 

obligation. In the light of the discussion of this Part, therefore, we may describe 

the nature of moral obligation in the form of a tentative definition as follows -

"Moral Obligation is the legitimately superior demand made by the Ideal 

on the moral Agent, to Act in a moral Situation, in conformity with the moral 

Law." 
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