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I. Introduction

H. A. Prichard is known as the author of a paper with one of the best
titles in the history of philosophy, “Does Moral Philosophy Rest on a
Mistake?” (1912)1 —and, alongside G. E. Moore, W. D. Ross, and others, as
one of the non-naturalists2 whose views dominated metaethics in the
early twentieth century. But this common picture of Prichard underesti-
mates his place in the history of ethics, which I believe is central. This is
not because he defended completely distinctive ideas; his most important
views were shared by other philosophers of his period, from Henry Sidg-
wick to A. C. Ewing. But it was often Prichard who stated those views
most forcefully and defended them best.

These views can be summarized in a slogan Prichard himself did not
use: “Duty is underivative.” But this slogan can be applied at three dif-
ferent levels. The first concerns the normative realm as a whole; here it
expresses the non-naturalist view that normative truths are sui generis,
neither reducible to nor derivable from non-normative truths such as
those of science. Duty is underivative in the sense that truths about how
we ought to act, in the broadest sense of “ought,” are self-standing. The
second level focuses more narrowly on moral judgments, as one kind of
normative judgment. Here the claim is that truths about how we ought
morally to act are also underivative, not only from non-normative truths
but also from any other normative truths; there are no nonmoral “oughts”
or values from which moral “oughts” derive. The final level is that of
specific deontological duties such as duties to keep promises, not harm
others, and so on. For Prichard, these duties do not derive from a more
general consequentialist duty to promote good consequences. The main
reason we ought to keep our promises or not harm others is just that we
ought to; those duties, like the normative realm as a whole and moral
duty in general, are self-standing.

Prichard accepted all three of these claims, though he did not distin-
guish the first two from each other, as many present-day philosophers do.

1 H. A. Prichard, Moral Writings, ed. Jim MacAdam (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002), 7–20.
2 Non-naturalism holds that normative judgments, including in particular moral judg-

ments, (1) can be objectively true, but (2) are neither reducible to nor derivable from non-
normative judgments such as those of science. There are normative truths, but they are
distinct from all other truths.
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My main interest is in his defense of the second claim, about moral duty
in general; this defense appears in his famous argument that it is a mis-
take to ask “Why ought I to do what I morally ought to do?” because the
only possible answer is “Because you morally ought to.” But I will begin
by examining his defense of the third claim, about deontological duties,
because it sheds light on his methodology in discussing the other two.
This is the subject of Section II; later sections will address claims one and
two.

II. Deontological Duty Is Underivative

The substantive moral view in “Does Moral Philosophy Rest on a Mis-
take?” (hereafter “Mistake”) is close to that later defended by Ross, who
probably took it over from Prichard. On this view, there is not just one
basic moral duty, as consequentialism and also Kant say, but several —
some (perhaps) to bring about certain consequences, but others largely
independent of consequences, such as duties to keep promises, not harm
others, and so on, where the latter duties make the view deontological.
The various duties can conflict, but when they do there are no rules for
deciding between them: we can only make a direct intuitive judgment
about which duty is stronger. In expounding this pluralist view, Prichard
did not use the language Ross would introduce of “prima facie duties,”
though Prichard at one point suggested the equivalent term “claim.” 3 But
the two philosophers’ views were close: there is a plurality of (sometimes)
deontological duties, with no single unifying ground for them.

Prichard’s defense of this view, and especially his critique of conse-
quentialism, emphasized one of two distinct arguments a deontologist
can make. Sixty years after “Mistake,” Robert Nozick said that utilitarian
attempts “to derive (approximations of ) usual precepts of justice . . . do
not yield the particular result desired, and they produce the wrong rea-
sons for the sort of result they try to get.” 4 Prichard sometimes made the
first of these objections to consequentialism, saying, for example, that it
can favor outcomes that are unjust and therefore wrong to produce.5 But
his more common objection was the second one, about explanation: that
even when consequentialism yields the right conclusion about how we
ought to act, it gives the wrong reason for it. In “Mistake,” Prichard
wrote:

Suppose we ask ourselves whether our sense that we ought to pay
our debts or to tell the truth arises from our recognition that in doing
so we should be originating something good, e.g. material comfort in

3 Prichard, Moral Writings, 79.
4 Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974), 202.
5 Prichard, Moral Writings, 2.
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A or true belief in B, i.e. suppose we ask ourselves whether it is this
aspect of the action which leads to our recognition that we ought to
do it. We at once and without hesitation answer “No.” 6

According to Prichard, we ought to pay our debt because we incurred it,
and not because (or only because) of any good that will result. He made
a similar objection to Kant’s attempt to unify the moral duties under the
first formulation of his categorical imperative:

No one could suppose that the reason why an act ought to be done
consists in the fact that everyone could do it. Even Kant could not
have supposed this. The difficulty escaped him because it didn’t
occur to him that his criterion of moral rules must express what, on
his view, is their reason.7

Or, as the same point has recently been put, even if Kant’s universal law
formulas do flag actions from certain motives or maxims as wrong, they
“do not adequately explain why acting on those maxims is wrong. What
is wrong with slavery, for example, is not adequately explained by saying
that it is impossible for everyone to act [on] the maxim of a would-be
slave-owner.” 8

Prichard’s interest in the explanation of particular duties was shared by
many other philosophers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. The British Idealists allowed that utilitarianism mostly yields cor-
rect verdicts about which acts are right, but insisted that the reason why
those acts are right is not that they promote pleasure; it is that they
promote perfectionist goods.9 In Principia Ethica, Moore said that we ought
most of the time to obey those rules obedience to which will best preserve
society, and that these rules will be the same given any plausible theory
of what is good. But he still called the question of what is in fact good the
“primary ethical question,” because it concerns the reason why those

6 Ibid., 10.
7 Ibid., 59. This passage confuses Kant’s test for an act’s being permissible with a test for

its being required, but Prichard’s objection does not depend on that confusion; it is likewise
implausible to say that the explanation of why an act is permitted is that everyone could do
it. Prichard also objected that Kant’s universalization test yields the wrong results (ibid., 60).

8 Thomas E. Hill, Jr., “Kantian Normative Ethics,” in David Copp, ed., The Oxford Hand-
book of Ethical Theory (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 488; emphasis in the
original.

9 F. H. Bradley wrote, “What we hold to against every possible modification of Hedonism
is that the standard and test is in higher and lower function, not in more or less pleasure.”
See Bradley, “Mr. Sidgwick’s Hedonism,” in Bradley, Collected Essays, vol. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1935), 97. For a similar view, see T. H. Green, Prolegomena to Ethics, ed. A. C. Bradley
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1883), sections 332, 356.
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rules are best.10 And Prichard’s emphasis on explaining particular duties
was very much shared by Ross. Ross too sometimes argued that conse-
quentialism yields the wrong conclusions,11 but he titled his defense of
deontology “What Makes Right Acts Right?” and argued that even when
consequentialism is right about which acts are right, it is wrong about
why they are right. If we think we ought to keep a promise, he insisted,
the reason is not that this will have good consequences; it is simply that
we promised.12

Prichard’s emphasis on explanation also fits a moral epistemology he
shared with Ross and C. D. Broad. Unlike Sidgwick, Prichard did not
believe we can come to know abstract moral principles by reflecting on
them just as abstract principles; moral intuitions are elicited only in par-
ticular situations. But what we intuit in a particular situation is that an
act’s having some nonmoral property tends to make it right or wrong —
for example, that its being the return of a favor tends to make it right: “We
recognize that this performance of a service to X, who has done us a
service, just in virtue of its being the performance of a service to one who
has rendered a service to the would-be agent, ought to be done by us.” 13

Though prompted by a particular situation, the intuition is implicitly
general, since it implies, as Prichard emphasized, that any act of returning
a favor is, other things equal, right. And this implication, while not equiv-
alent to the principle that we ought, other things equal, to return favors,
is sufficiently close to it that our grasp of the principle follows by a small
step.14

This epistemology contradicts the not uncommon view of Prichard as
a moral particularist, who denied the truth of general principles and held
that moral knowledge concerns only particular acts as particular. On the
contrary, he often emphasized the importance of moral principles, applaud-
ing Kant, for example, for recognizing that “any particular right action
involves a principle binding on every one always.” 15 Prichard’s episte-
mology also connects with his main line of objection to consequentialism,
since it makes the primary moral intuition one about explanation: that an
act’s having a nonmoral property like being the return of a favor explains
why it is, other things equal, right. But if our primary intuitions are

10 G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1903), 158.
Similar remarks about the “primary ethical question” are on pp. 27, 77, 90–91, 138, 140, 184,
189, and 222.

11 See, e.g., W. D. Ross, The Right and the Good (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930), 34.
12 Ibid., 17; see also 19, 24, 36–39, and W. D. Ross, Foundations of Ethics (Oxford: Clarendon

Press, 1939), 65, 68–69, 113, 187.
13 Prichard, Moral Writings, 13; see also 4–5, 77. Ross’s presentation of this view is in

Foundations of Ethics, 168–71.
14 Ross, borrowing from Aristotle in the Posterior Analytics, called this step one of “intu-

itive induction”; see Ross, Foundations of Ethics, 170, 320. For the same view in similar
language, see C. D. Broad, Five Types of Ethical Theory (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1930), 145–46, 177–78, 271–72.

15 Prichard, Moral Writings, 63; see also 4–5, 77.
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explanatory, then to assess a moral theory for its claims about explanation
is to assess it against the most secure moral knowledge we have.

Prichard’s epistemology also widened the range of intuitions a success-
ful moral theory must accommodate. Sidgwick is often taken to have
argued that utilitarianism fits not only our intuitions about abstract prin-
ciples but also our judgments about particular cases.16 But, for him, these
judgments tended to concern only what is in fact good or right, so it does
not matter if utilitarianism gives instrumental explanations for the good-
ness of things that common sense thinks are good in themselves. Moore
criticized Sidgwick sharply on this score, saying that even if hedonism
yields the right conclusions about which pleasures are best, by consider-
ing their effects on future pleasures, it does not capture our convictions
about why they are best, which concern what they are pleasures in now.17

Prichard similarly expanded the judgments to be captured by a theory of
the right when he included, and in fact made central, judgments about
why right acts are right rather than just those about which acts they are.

Prichard expressed his objection to consequentialism in a radical way.
He thought the proper description of a moral duty must always mention
its explanatory ground: if the reason we ought to perform some act is that
it has property F, then our duty in the situation is really to perform the act
that has F.18 But then, in trying to derive the duty to keep promises from
a duty to promote the good, consequentialism turns the duty to keep
promises into a quite different duty to promote value —if that is what
explains the duty, that is what the duty is.19 And this means that conse-
quentialism turns the duty to keep promises into something it is not, and
thereby distorts the moral phenomena: in trying to explain the duty to
keep promises, consequentialism destroys it.

This idea of distorting the moral phenomena was central to Prichard’s
argument that moral duty in general is underivative, and, in particular,
the ideal was central to the third and most distinctive of three stages in
that argument. Before we address that, however, there is a question about
how far-reaching his critique of consequentialism was.

Ross thought consequentialism is at least partly right, since for him one
important duty is to promote good consequences, and whenever there is
a duty to promote some state X, it is in part because X is good. When
Prichard in “Mistake” set himself “in opposition to the view that what is

16 See, e.g., J. B. Schneewind, Sidgwick’s Ethics and Victorian Moral Philosophy (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1977). For a contrary reading, see Peter Singer, “Sidgwick and Reflective
Equilibrium,” The Monist 52 (1974): 490–517; and Anthony Skelton, “Henry Sidgwick’s
Moral Epistemology,” Journal of the History of Philosophy (forthcoming).

17 Moore, Principia Ethica, 94–95.
18 Prichard, Moral Writings, 5, 27–28, 121–23.
19 Prichard here assumes what Philip Stratton-Lake has called the “eliminative” view of

derivative moral duties; see Philip Stratton-Lake, “Eliminativism about Derivative Prima
Facie Duties,” in Thomas Hurka, ed., Underivative Duty: British Moral Philosophers from
Sidgwick to Ewing (Oxford: Clarendon Press, forthcoming).
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right is derived from what is good,” 20 was he agreeing with the view
Ross would later defend, or did he mean to reject consequentialism in
some more comprehensive way?

We can distinguish three views about the duty to promote a state of
affairs X: (1) The duty to promote X is entirely underivative, and in
particular does not depend on any claim that X is good. (2) The duty to
promote X depends partly on the claim that X is good and partly on the
independent claim that we have a duty to promote whatever is good; X’s
goodness supplies some but not all of the ground of the duty. (This was
Ross’s view.) (3) The duty to promote X is grounded wholly in the claim
that X is good, because claims about the good directly entail claims about
what we ought to do. (This was, notoriously, Moore’s view in Principia
Ethica.) Prichard clearly rejected view (3), but was his target in “Mistake”
just (3), or did he mean also to reject (2)? Jonathan Dancy has recently
defended the second reading, arguing that while for Prichard there may
be acts whose rightness depends on their consequences (for example, on
the fact that they promote pleasure), their rightness never depends on
those consequences’ being good.21

But this reading is hard to square with the text of “Mistake.” First,
Prichard’s target in that paper was the view that “what is right is derived
from what is good,” and that is not the view of (2), which treats the duty
to promote whatever is good as underivative. Only view (3) derives the
right from the good. Second, many of Prichard’s arguments were relevant
only to (3). He insisted that “[a]n ‘ought’ . . . can only be derived from
another ‘ought’,” 22 but (2) agrees with him on this point if it treats the
duty to promote whatever is good as underived. More specifically, he
argued that deriving the right from the good requires that the good be
understood as what “ought to be,” 23 and this is again not true of (2),
which can understand “good” in whatever way it likes so long as it adds
an independent duty to promote value as so understood. It is only view
(3)’s attempt to derive the right entirely from the good, combined with the
principle that an “ought” can only follow from another “ought,” that
requires an “ought” within the meaning of “good.” Finally, Prichard located
his target in “Mistake” in a passage from Hastings Rashdall’s Theory of
Good and Evil that argued, just as Moore had, that “right” means “pro-
ductive of the most good.” 24 And that is view (3), not (2).25

20 Prichard, Moral Writings, 14.
21 Jonathan Dancy, “Has Anyone Ever Been a Non-Intuitionist?” in Hurka, ed., Underiva-

tive Duty.
22 Prichard, Moral Writings, 9.
23 Ibid.
24 The passage is in Hastings Rashdall, The Theory of Good and Evil (London: Oxford

University Press, 1907), vol. 1, 135–36.
25 At one point, Prichard says that we do not come to appreciate a moral duty by an

argument of which “a premiss” is the appreciation of something’s goodness (Moral Writings,
13–14); this suggests that a claim about goodness is not even part of the ground of duty. But
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Thus, Prichard’s anticonsequentialist argument in “Mistake” was con-
sistent with recognizing a duty to promote the good, as Ross did. None-
theless, Prichard’s substantive view, especially later in his career, was in
two respects further removed from consequentialism than Ross’s.

First, in his early writings, Prichard held that it is a necessary condition
of an act’s being right that it produce something good: “unless the effect
of an action were in some way good, there would be no obligation to
produce it.” 26 And this view was shared by Ross and E. F. Carritt.27 Of
course, none of these philosophers were consequentialists; they did not
think right acts always maximize the good. But that is because they
thought we can stand in certain relations to another person, such as
having promised him something or caused him some harm, that make it
right for us to produce less good for him rather than more good for
someone else: the relation shifts the target of our good-promoting activity
from one person to another. But it is still necessary, for an act to be right,
that it have some good effect.

Carritt and Ross seem to have retained this view, but Prichard implic-
itly abandoned it. Whereas his early papers recognized a plurality of
goods, including pleasure and knowledge,28 a 1928 letter from him to
Ross said there is only one intrinsic good: virtuous disposition. Pleasure
and knowledge are not good, as Ross thought, nor is the active exercise
of virtue better than its mere possession; the only good is being virtuously
disposed.29 But if Prichard believed this after 1928 and still affirmed
duties to promote pleasure and knowledge, as he seems to have done, he
could not ground these duties even partly in the claim that the states in
question are good; the duties would have to be entirely underivative, as
on view (1). Nor would it be true for him, as for Ross, that whenever there
is a duty to promote X, X must be good.

Second, Ross thought that for states that are good in the strict sense,
such as virtue and knowledge, there is a single undifferentiated duty to
promote them in all people everywhere; the relations that help ground
deontological duties are irrelevant. But in an early paper Prichard wrote
that any moral principle must mention two things: “(a) a good thing
which the action will produce, (b) a definite relation in which the agent

he goes on immediately after to deny that our sense of duty is “a conclusion” from the
goodness of anything, thereby again denying only that a claim about goodness is sufficient
to ground duty.

26 Prichard, Moral Writings, 2; see also 4, 10.
27 W. D. Ross, “The Nature of Morally Good Action,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society

29 (1928–29): 267; and Ross, The Right and the Good, 162. See also E. F. Carritt, The Theory of
Morals (London: Oxford University Press, 1928), 41–42; Carritt actually said that every right
act must produce some satisfaction, and on that basis questioned whether there is any duty
to keep promises to the dead.

28 Prichard, Moral Writings, 10, 10 n. 4.
29 H. A. Prichard, “Letter to W. D. Ross of Dec. 20, 1928,” Bodleian Library, University of

Oxford, Ms. Eng. Lett. D. 116 fols. 77–82. There is a brief published expression of this view
in Prichard, Moral Writings, 173.
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stands either to another or to himself.” 30 And the same view appeared in
his much later paper “Moral Obligation” (published posthumously in
1949). Prichard was there challenging the consequentialist idea that what
makes an act right is just its causing something good, and taking as his
example of something “indubitably good” an increase in someone’s
patience, as fit his later view that only virtue is good. He objected that the
consequentialist idea ignores the difference between increasing one’s own
patience and increasing another person’s, where the different relations in
which we stand to the person whose patience is at issue make these
different duties: “We shall be thinking of the acts as duties of different
sorts just because the one will be making ourselves better and the other
making someone else better.” 31 Prichard therefore extended the grounding
role Ross thought relations play only for deontological duties to all duties
whatever, and on that basis Prichard held that our duties to produce the
same good in different people can differ in strength. Ross thought that if
we ought to spend more time promoting our own virtue than other
people’s, this is only because we can do so more effectively.32 But Prichard
held that, effectiveness aside, we have a stronger duty to promote our
own virtue because it is ours, and may also have a stronger duty to
promote our children’s virtue.33 Even when a duty is just to promote
some good, it matters to the character of the duty whose good it is.

If this was Prichard’s view, however, it should be read into his deon-
tological critique of consequentialism. Even when consequentialism yields
the right verdict about which act is right, he held, it oversimplifies the
explanation of the act’s rightness by omitting the crucial fact of relation-
ship: the fact that the person we are acting toward stands in a specified
relation to us, even that of being a stranger or being ourself. That he
stands in this relation is a vital part of our intuitive understanding of
what makes the act right, and in ignoring it consequentialism distorts the
moral phenomena. A similar charge about distortion figured in Prichard’s
argument that moral duty in general is underivative, and in particular in
the third stage of a three-stage argument he gave for that claim, as we will
see in Section V.

III. Conceptual Minimalism

Prichard’s second claim, that moral duty in general is underivative, can
be combined with any view about what the content of that duty is. It says
that the basic moral duties, whatever they are, are not grounded in any
more fundamental considerations, either normative or non-normative. A

30 Prichard, Moral Writings, 4.
31 Ibid., 217.
32 Ross, The Right and the Good, 26.
33 Prichard, Moral Writings, 2, 217.
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deontologist like Prichard can say that the duty to keep promises is
underivative, but a consequentialist can say the same about his preferred
fundamental duty. Asked why we ought to promote the good, a conse-
quentialist can say there is no other answer than that we morally ought
to. And that is what the leading consequentialists of Prichard’s day —
Sidgwick, Rashdall, and Moore —did say. Though differing from Prichard
about what the basic moral duties were, they agreed that they were
self-standing.

As I said at the start of this essay, Prichard did not distinguish the
second claim, about specifically moral duty, from the claim that norma-
tive considerations in general are underivative. This is because he held
that there are no “oughts” other than the moral “ought,” so there are no
normative considerations other than moral ones from which a moral duty
could derive. This was an aspect of a conceptual minimalism that he
again shared with other philosophers of his period and that grounded a
first stage in his argument for underivative duty.

These philosophers thought that all normative claims could be expressed
using just a few basic concepts. For some, there was only one basic nor-
mative concept: for Sidgwick, that of what one “ought” to do; for Moore
in Principia Ethica, that of what is “good”; and for Broad and the middle
Ewing, that of what is “fitting.” Others such as Prichard, the later Moore,
and Ross recognized two basic concepts, often “good” and “ought.” But
they all denied that there were more than a very few irreducible norma-
tive concepts.

Faced with a proposed additional normative concept, a minimalist of
this kind can respond in either of two ways: by reductively analyzing the
concept in question using one of his favored basic ones, or by denying
that it is really normative. Both approaches were used by Prichard and his
contemporaries. Thus, many of them held that “moral goodness” is just
ordinary intrinsic goodness when had by a specific type of object (for
example, an attitude to an object with some other moral property such as
rightness or goodness). This illustrates the reductive option. Sidgwick,
Rashdall, and Moore took a similar line about the concept of “my good,”
which they understood as that portion of what is good (however “good”
is understood) that is located in my life, or is a state of me. But Prichard
used the alternative approach for the related concept of what is a “good
to” a person, or, in present-day language, what is “good for” her or a
constituent of her “welfare.” This, he claimed, is not a normative concept
at all but makes only the descriptive claim that something will satisfy a
person’s desires or, more accurately, give her pleasure; something’s being
a “good to” a person, therefore, does not give her or anyone else reason
to promote it.34 Finally, the same two options present themselves for any
proposed nonmoral “ought,” such as the instrumental “ought” repre-

34 Ibid., 173–76.
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sented by Kant’s hypothetical imperative. One possibility is to analyze
this as a categorical imperative with a distinctive content, as on what is
now called the “wide scope” reading of the hypothetical imperative. This
treats this imperative as a command to make a certain conditional true,
namely, to make it the case that if you desire or intend a certain end, you
take (what you believe are) the means necessary to achieve it; this reading
is suggested at least once by Sidgwick.35 The other option is to deny that
the instrumental “ought” is normative, and this was again the view of
Prichard and Ross. Prichard argued that Kant’s hypothetical imperative is
not really an imperative at all, since it makes only the descriptive claim
that a certain action is necessary for the achievement of a given goal.
When we use “ought” instrumentally, “what we really mean . . . has to be
expressed by the hypothetical statement: ‘If I do not do so and so, my
purpose will not be realized’.” 36 For Ross, the hypothetical imperative
says only “that a man who desires certain ends can hope to get them only
if he adopts certain means.” 37 This is why, for Prichard and Ross, there
are no nonmoral “oughts.” The only genuine “oughts” are categorical,
and since (following Kant) all categorical “oughts” are moral, there are
only moral “oughts” or moral requirements.

This conceptual minimalism contrasts starkly with the approach of
much present-day moral philosophy, which operates with a larger num-
ber of irreducible normative concepts: the “good for” a person alongside
what is simply “good,” as well as prudential, aesthetic, and other “oughts”
alongside the moral one. But in my view the minimalism of Prichard and
his contemporaries is a far sounder view. Consider the conflict Sidgwick
wrestled with, between a principle saying we ought to promote only our
own pleasure and one telling us to promote the pleasure of all. If these
principles are genuinely to conflict, they must use or at least entail claims
using a common concept of “ought”; otherwise, they will talk past each
other. But then resolving their conflict is a substantive matter, which
involves deciding which of two claims using the common “ought” is
stronger. If we like, we can label the first claim “prudential” or “rational”
and the second “moral,” but this will not alter the core issue, which is
between two substantive claims about what we ought (in the common
sense) to do. And the labeling only invites confusion, by suggesting that
the issue turns somehow on conceptual questions about what “prudence”

35 Patricia S. Greenspan, “Conditional Oughts and Hypothetical Imperatives,” Journal of
Philosophy 72 (1975): 259–76; John Broome, “Normative Requirements,” in Jonathan Dancy,
ed., Normativity (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), 78–99; Henry Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 7th
ed. (London: Macmillan, 1907), 37. Sidgwick is not consistent in this reading, sometimes
making remarks that suggest the “narrow scope” view; see, e.g., Sidgwick, The Methods of
Ethics, 6–7.

36 Prichard, Moral Writings, 166; see also 9, 34, 54–55, 126–28, 135, 143–44, 188.
37 Ross, Foundations of Ethics, 48. Ross argued similarly that attributive uses of “good,” as

in “good knife” and “good liar,” are purely descriptive; see Ross, The Right and the Good,
65–67, and Ross, Foundations of Ethics, 255–57.
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or “rationality” and “morality” in the abstract involve. The great virtue of
minimalism is that it avoids this confusion by presenting all normative
issues as what they really are, namely, substantive issues about which
claims using a common concept are true.

It may be objected that this common “ought” need not be labeled
“moral”; it could instead be a generic practical “ought,” with moral uses
distinguished by, say, their subject matter, such as a reference to others’
good. But if this objection grants that there is a single “ought,” it raises
only a verbal issue about what that “ought” should be called, and nothing
substantive can turn on that. Moreover, I have suggested two arguments
Prichard could give for calling this “ought” moral: it treats substantive
questions as clearly substantive, and it fits a Kantian tradition whereby all
categorical imperatives are moral. Whether or not these arguments are
persuasive, it was certainly Prichard’s view that the only “ought” is moral.

Given this view, his minimalism combined with his non-naturalism to
yield a first stage in his argument that moral duty is underivative, or that
it is a “mistake” to ask why we ought to do what we morally ought to do.
If there is no “ought” other than the moral one, then there is no “ought”
in terms of which this question can be framed; if moral truths are underiva-
tive from non-normative ones, as non-naturalism claims, they are com-
pletely underivative.

This again was a common view in Prichard’s time. Moore said that the
question “Why should I do my duty?” is “puzzling,” because it reduces
to “‘Why is duty duty?’ or ‘Why is good good?’,” while Carritt wrote, “If
any one ask us, ‘Why ought I to do these acts you call my duty?’ the only
answer is, ‘Because they are your duty.’” 38 They too assumed, with Prichard,
that the only normative concepts are moral. Sidgwick may seem an excep-
tion to this consensus, since he said that we ask “Why should I do what
I see to be right?” when we do not ask “Why should I believe what I see
to be true?” But his explanation was that we are torn between competing
substantive views about what is right, and we express our uncertainty by
asking the question; this implies that if it were settled what is right, there
would be nothing to ask.39 Thus, all these philosophers agreed with
Prichard that the question “Why ought I to do what I morally ought?”
does not arise, because the first “ought” cannot differ from the second.
And that follows from one aspect of their shared conceptual minimalism.

IV. The Epistemological Argument

Prichard’s minimalism, therefore, gave him an initial argument for the
underivativeness of moral duty, but, on its own, this argument could not

38 G. E. Moore, The Elements of Ethics, ed. Tom Regan (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University
Press, 1991), 17–18; Carritt, The Theory of Morals, 29; emphasis in the original.

39 Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 5–6.
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establish any substantive conclusions. It showed that whatever normative
considerations are overriding should be called “moral,” but Prichard
wanted to do more. He wanted to show that the duties in his specific
deontological view are underivative, and a consequentialist will want to
show that the duty to promote the good is underivative. No mere con-
ceptual claim about “ought” can show that; from conceptual premises
only conceptual conclusions follow.

To see this, imagine how an instrumentalist in the style of Thomas
Hobbes might respond to Prichard’s minimalism. The instrumentalist
may initially have said that a supreme principle of rationality tells us to
do whatever will most satisfy our desires, and that moral “oughts” about
keeping promises or promoting others’ pleasure have normative force
only when acting on them will be rational in this sense. If the instrumen-
talist accepts minimalism, he can no longer speak of a rational “ought,”
but that only requires him to reformulate his view. He can now say that
the supreme moral principle tells us to do whatever will most satisfy our
desires, and that more specific “oughts” about promises or promoting
pleasure have force only when acting on them will satisfy this principle.
His position will be substantively unchanged, and he will still deny that
the duties Prichard and the consequentialist want to affirm have force.

Prichard implicitly recognized this possibility, and the second and
third stages of his argument were directed against it. The second stage
was an epistemological argument that addressed skeptical challenges
to the conventional moral duties and paralleled Moore’s well-known
reply to skepticism about the external world. Moore held that we start
out assuming we have direct awareness and therefore knowledge of
external objects. A skeptic like David Hume may then propose a theory
of knowledge according to which this assumption is false: we are directly
aware only of our experiences, and we form our beliefs about external
objects by inference from these experiences. But since all such infer-
ences are unwarranted —premises about experiences license only con-
clusions about further experiences —our beliefs about external objects
are unjustified and therefore not knowledge. Moore replied that, what-
ever theory of knowledge underwrites a skeptical argument like Hume’s,
we cannot have as much reason to believe it as we do to retain our
initial belief that we know external objects. That common-sense belief
is the foundation from which philosophy starts, and far from being
refuted by a theory like Hume’s, it shows that theory to be false.40

The second stage of Prichard’s argument took a similar line. We start
out believing we have an obligation to, say, keep promises. A skeptic like
Glaucon in Plato’s Republic may ask whether we really do have such an
obligation, given that fulfilling it will often work against our interests.

40 G. E. Moore, Some Main Problems of Philosophy (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1953),
chap. 6.
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The skeptic assumes something like Hobbes’s instrumental principle: we
have reason to do something only when it will further our desire-
satisfaction, and we therefore have no reason to keep a promise when it
will not. Prichard replied that we have less reason to believe the instru-
mental principle than to retain our initial conviction about the duty to
keep promises, because that conviction involves direct apprehension of a
self-evident truth and therefore is knowledge. That we have the specific
duty is the better-grounded conviction, and its being so shows the instru-
mental principle to be false.

Prichard himself drew the parallel with the epistemological case. There,
he said, we start out believing we have knowledge of, say, mathematics.
A skeptic like Descartes can make us doubt whether this is so, but the
correct response is to reflect on our original mathematical convictions and
see that they were in fact knowledge, so that whatever theory generated
Descartes’s skepticism must be false.41 The stage of being moved by such
skepticism is not pointless; it is an essential part of philosophical reflec-
tion. But its end-result should be a return to our original convictions, and
so it is with moral duty. Skeptics demand a proof that we have a duty to
keep promises, but on Prichard’s view this involves

the mistake of supposing the possibility of proving what can only be
apprehended directly by an act of moral thinking. Nevertheless the
demand, though illegitimate, is inevitable until we have carried
through the process of reflection far enough to apprehend the self-
evidence of our obligations, i.e. the immediacy of our apprehension
of them.42

Of course, not all philosophers are persuaded by Moore’s reply to
external-world skepticism, and not all will be persuaded by Prichard on
moral duty. This is especially so since Prichard’s response turns on an
appeal to intuition: specifically, an intuition of the reality of a duty such
as the duty to keep promises. But his argument is strengthened by his
conceptual minimalism. Proponents of the instrumental view often call it
a view about “rationality,” implying that it has priority over merely “moral”
claims about promise-keeping or promoting others’ pleasure. But if the
instrumental “ought” is the same as the moral “ought,” the instrumen-
talist’s claim is conceptually on a par with those other claims and must be
weighed substantively against them —it has no epistemic advantage. Con-
sider a case where a person’s overriding desire is to become rich and he
knows that the most effective way to do so is to kill his cousin and acquire
her inheritance. Which is the true “ought” statement applying to him: that
he ought simply to kill his cousin, as the instrumental view implies, or

41 Prichard, Moral Writings, 18–19.
42 Ibid., 19–20.
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that he ought simply not to kill her, as Prichard believed? Surely most
people will say the latter, and it is easier for them to do so if both state-
ments use the same “ought.” It likewise strengthens Prichard’s reply if we
distinguish the skeptic’s reading of the instrumental or hypothetical imper-
ative from ones that do not conflict with moral duty and therefore cannot
undermine it, such as Prichard’s non-normative reading and the wide-
scope reading described above.43 That the principle is true on one of these
other readings does not imply that it is true on the skeptic’s reading,
which does conflict with duty. And once this distinction is made, the
instrumentalist principle read in the skeptic’s way looks decidedly unattrac-
tive. Surely most people faced with the foregoing example will find it
more compelling that the person ought not to kill his cousin than that the
supreme normative principle tells us to do whatever will satisfy our
desires.

It may be objected that the instrumental view Prichard opposed is not
the only one that allows us to ask, “Why ought I to do what I morally
ought?” The instrumental view proposes a substantive criterion of ratio-
nality and says that moral “oughts” are binding only when they satisfy
this criterion. But a different view allows that moral “oughts” have inde-
pendent force, while holding that they must be weighed against other
self-standing “oughts” such as prudential or aesthetic ones, to determine
what a person ought to do all things considered. “Why ought I to do what
I morally ought?” then becomes the question whether, in a particular case
or generally, what I morally ought to do is the same as what I ought to do
all things considered. And given the plurality of competing “oughts,”
proponents of this view think the answer is sometimes no.

To illustrate this objection, imagine that a person can produce either 9
units of pleasure for herself or slightly more, say, 10 units, for other
people. Utilitarians will say she must produce the 10 units, but many will
disagree. They will say that if she had a choice between 9 units of pleasure
for herself and 1,000 for others, she would have a duty all things consid-
ered to produce the 1,000. But when the difference is smaller, as between
9 and 10 units, she does not have that duty but is permitted to prefer her
own lesser pleasure. She may also be permitted to prefer the 10 units for
others, but the point is that she is not required to do so. And this, the
objector says, shows that the moral “ought” does not always uniquely
determine the all-things-considered “ought.” The moral “ought” has to
be weighed against a prudential “ought” concerning a person’s own
pleasure, and in that conflict will sometimes lose.

As it happens, Prichard rejected a key premise of this objection. He
believed, as Ross also did, that while we have a moral duty to promote

43 Since the wide-scope reading requires one either to abandon an end or to take the most
effective means to it, it does not imply that the person ought simply to kill his cousin. On
the contrary, when combined with a moral “ought” forbidding killing, it requires him to
abandon his desire above all to become rich.

124 THOMAS HURKA



other people’s pleasure, we have no duty of any kind to promote our
own: “we do not think it a duty to aim at —i.e. to act from the desire
of —our happiness; nor do we even in fact think that it is a duty to do . . .
those acts which we think will lead to our happiness.” 44 If the basic
normative considerations are all duties, this view implies that in the
example above the person is not permitted to produce the 9 units of
pleasure for herself; she must produce the 10 units for others. The view
therefore underwrites a quick reply to the objection, but it does so at a
heavy price. As Ewing and Michael Stocker have pointed out, it implies
that the person ought also to prefer 9 units of pleasure for others to 10 for
herself, and even 9 units for others to 1,000 for herself. In the latter case,
she has some duty to produce the 9 but no duty to produce the 1,000, so
she must prefer the lesser pleasure of others to a vastly greater pleasure
of her own. And that is absurd.45

But Prichard need not have taken this line. Instead, he could have
agreed that a person is permitted to prefer 9 units of her own pleasure to
10 units for others, but he could have generated that permission within
morality itself, as a moral permission. More specifically, he could have
supplemented the underivative moral duties in his and Ross’s substan-
tive view with an equally underivative moral permission to pursue one’s
own pleasure, a permission that, like the duties, is only prima facie and
must be weighed against other considerations to determine what one is,
all things considered, permitted or required to do. Prichard, Ross, and
their contemporaries did not think much about underivative permissions;
they tended to assume that the basic moral elements are all duties. But it
is entirely consistent with their general approach to recognize such per-
missions, and if Prichard did, he could say that when a person has a
choice between her own lesser pleasure and the vastly greater pleasure of
others (say, 9 for herself and 1,000 for others), her other-regarding duty
outweighs her self-regarding permission and she ought, all things con-
sidered, to produce the greater pleasure. But when the gap between the
pleasures is smaller, as in the 9 versus 10 case, her permission outweighs
her duty and she may prefer her lesser pleasure. The objection’s claim
about the 9 versus 10 case is therefore correct, but it does not show that
a moral duty can be outweighed by something nonmoral; it only shows
that it can be outweighed by a moral permission.

This alternative response to the objection has several merits. It explains
why, while a person may prefer her own 9 units of pleasure to 10 units for

44 Prichard, Moral Writings, 135; see also 10 n. 4, 171, 204. For Ross’s version of this claim,
see Ross, The Right and the Good, 21, 24–26, 151; and Ross, Foundations of Ethics, 72–75, 129–30,
272–74.

45 A. C. Ewing, “A Suggested Non-Naturalistic Analysis of Good,” Mind 48 (1939): 20;
Michael Stocker, “Agent and Other: Against Ethical Universalism,” Australasian Journal of
Philosophy 54 (1976): 208. Ewing’s and Stocker’s objections are directed at Ross’s version of
the claim.
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others, she may also prefer the others’ 10 units. What she has concerning
her own pleasure is only a permission, and if she declines to exercise that
permission she does nothing wrong.46 The response also yields a version
of Prichard’s and Ross’s view that we have no duty to pursue our own
pleasure; if we do not do so, we are again merely not exercising a per-
mission. Finally, the response retains the central virtue of Prichard’s min-
imalism. The issue raised by the 9 versus 10 case is how normative
considerations concerning one’s own pleasure weigh against consider-
ations concerning the pleasure of others. But if the two sets of consider-
ations are to conflict, their claims about “ought” and “may” must operate
in the same field, and if they do, the issue between them is substantive
rather than conceptual. Calling both sets of considerations “moral” rec-
ognizes this fact, while labeling one “prudential” and the other “moral”
suggests falsely that the issue turns somehow on conceptual questions.
Making the permission to prefer one’s own lesser pleasure a moral per-
mission rightly treats a substantive question as substantive, and similar
treatments of aesthetic and other supposed nonmoral “oughts” will do
the same.47 At the same time, adopting the response would only slightly
modify Prichard’s epistemological argument. That argument supple-
ments his conceptual claim that the only “oughts” are moral with the
substantive claim that certain specific “oughts,” such as those in his deon-
tological view, are better grounded than any contrary principle a skeptic
may appeal to. And that claim still stands if, alongside the moral “oughts,”
there are some moral permissions.

The history of twentieth-century British philosophy has usually been
told in a Cambridge-centered way: there was a late nineteenth-century
Idealist movement centered in Oxford that was exploded around the start
of the new century by the Cambridge realism of Moore and Bertrand
Russell. But there was a simultaneous realist movement in Oxford, initi-
ated by John Cook Wilson and with Prichard and Ross as leading mem-
bers. Prichard’s writings are shot through with what Russell called a
“robust sense of reality,” as when Prichard said the ground of a duty to
perform an action X cannot be properties X would have if it were per-
formed, because nothing that does not exist can have properties.48 It
should be no surprise that part of his defense of moral duty mirrors a
well-known realist response to skepticism about the external world, insist-
ing that our knowledge of duty is more secure than our belief in any
theory that could call that knowledge into question.

46 The response also explains why she is permitted to prefer others’ 9 units of pleasure to
her own 10, that is, to prefer others’ lesser pleasure to her own greater pleasure. This would
not follow so readily if what she had were a duty or positive reason to promote her own
pleasure, as the initial objection suggested.

47 For a more recent argument for making the permission to pursue one’s own lesser good
moral, rather than seeing it as coming from outside morality, see Samuel Scheffler, Human
Morality (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), chap. 2.

48 Prichard, Moral Writings, 99–100.
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V. Distorting Moral Duty

The second, epistemological stage of Prichard’s argument was directed
mainly against a skeptical view that proposes a substantive criterion for
a duty’s having force and then says moral duties do not satisfy it. But this
stage also challenged anti-skeptical views that say moral duties do satisfy
some such criterion and therefore do have force; such a demonstration, it
argued, is unnecessary. And Prichard had a further argument against
these views: in trying to justify moral duties on some independent ground,
they distort the moral phenomena. This was the third stage in his argu-
ment for underivativeness, and it echoed his critique of consequentialism.

Prichard’s main target here was, again, an instrumentalist view that
assumes moral duties ground genuine “oughts” only when fulfilling them
will further the agent’s interests, say, by maximizing his pleasure. Prichard
sometimes argued that this view’s key empirical claim is false: it is not
true that fulfilling our moral duties always maximizes our pleasure.49 But
his more common argument was that, even if this empirical claim is true,
the view gives the wrong explanation of our moral duties and thereby
turns them into something they are not. The version of this argument in
“Mistake” was very brief:

The [instrumentalist] answer is, of course, not an answer, for it fails
to convince us that we ought to keep our engagements; even if suc-
cessful on its own lines, it only makes us want to keep them. And
Kant was really only pointing out this fact when he distinguished
hypothetical and categorical imperatives.50

But Prichard developed the argument more fully in later writings such as
“Duty and Interest” (1929). There he argued that if what gives a moral
duty normative force is the fact that fulfilling it promotes the agent’s
advantage, then the duty is really one to promote the agent’s advantage:
as in the critique of consequentialism, what explains the duty also gives
its content. But this, he claimed, distorts the moral phenomena, since
what we believe is that we have duties to keep promises, relieve others’
pain, and so on just as such, or with promise-keeping and pain-relieving
as their content. So the attempt to justify the duties instrumentally in fact
destroys them.51 More generally, Prichard argued that the instrumental
justification of moral duties resolves the moral “ought” into the nonmoral
one, in effect denying that there is a moral “ought” at all. It “covertly
resolve[s] moral obligation into something else which is not moral obli-
gation”; in response, the “apparent tautology ‘moral obligation is moral

49 Ibid., 26, 32, 180.
50 Ibid., 9; emphasis in the original.
51 Ibid., 26–30; see also 122–23.
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obligation’” reminds us that “moral obligation . . . is sui generis.” 52 Or,
what the instrumental justification is doing

is denying by implication that there really are such things as right
actions and wrong actions at all in the moral sense of these terms,
and maintaining that all that exists instead is right actions and wrong
actions in the purely non-moral sense of actions which are, and of
actions which are not, conducive to our purpose.53

Given Prichard’s conceptual minimalism, the distortion here is radical. If
the nonmoral “ought” is not an “ought” at all, but makes only the non-
normative claim that an act will promote the agent’s interest, then the
instrumental view does not replace one normative concept with another;
it denies normativity altogether. In attempting to justify the moral “ought,”
it in effect denies that “oughts” exist.

Prichard’s presentation of this argument assumed his radical view that
a proper description of a moral duty must mention its explanatory ground,
but the argument can be separated from that view. Then it says only that
the instrumental view gives the wrong explanation of our moral duties. It
says that we ought to keep our promises or promote others’ pleasure
because this will promote our own pleasure, and even if this does not
destroy the duties, it is not the right explanation of them. We ought to do
these things just as such.

However it is stated, Prichard’s explanatory objection to instrumental-
ism, like his objection to consequentialism, turns on an intuition: in this
case, it is the intuition that we have some moral duties, whether to keep
promises or just to promote the good, that are binding on us as such and
apart from any connection to our pleasure. And while an objector may
deny this intuition, Prichard again seems to be on strong ground. Surely
most of us think there are some things we ought to do, all things consid-
ered, even though they will not maximize our own pleasure. And the
contrary instrumentalist view, if it is indeed normative, likewise appeals
to an intuition, and thus has no epistemic advantage.

Alternatively, an objector may say that Prichard’s argument tells only
against an implausible instrumental justification of moral duty and does
not generalize to all such justifications. This brings us to one of Prichard’s
distinguishing characteristics as a philosopher: that alongside his profun-
dity he had a strong streak of perversity. This showed itself partly in the
issues he discussed; he could worry at great length about a point that
seems not to merit the attention, such as whether a not-yet-performed act
can have properties. But it is especially evident in his interpretations of
other philosophers, which could border on the absurd. He often assumed

52 Ibid., 116.
53 Ibid., 143; see also 43, 144–45, 150, 169, 183, 188–93, 237, 241.
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that there were just two possible views on a topic, his own and some very
implausible alternative, and then ascribed the alternative to anyone who
rejected his view.

This occurs often in his moral philosophy, where he thought the main
alternative to his non-naturalist deontology was a view combining the
instrumental principle, read as non-normative, with psychological ego-
ism, the claim that everyone desires only his own good or, more specif-
ically, pleasure. Given these assumptions, the justification of moral duty
has to be that fulfilling it will maximize the agent’s pleasure. Prichard
ascribed this view to some philosophers who did indeed hold it, such as
Hobbes, as well as to some who at times suggested it, such as John Stuart
Mill and T. H. Green. But he also ascribed it to philosophers for whom it
is at least an uncharitable reading, such as Plato and Aristotle, and to
some for whom it is ridiculous. He argued that Sidgwick’s defense of his
axiom of Rational Benevolence claims that acting on the axiom will max-
imize the agent’s satisfaction,54 and even interpreted Joseph Butler (But-
ler!) as a psychological egoist.55 These misinterpretations can tempt one
to reject Prichard’s critiques of the best-known justifications of moral
duty as simply missing their target, and that reaction has been common.
But in my view it is a mistake, because the core of Prichard’s critique still
applies to these justifications when they are more charitably understood.
Let me illustrate by examining his critique of ancient ethics, and espe-
cially of Aristotle.

VI. Prichard on Aristotle

Prichard’s view of Aristotle may have changed over time. In “Mistake,”
Prichard noted “the extreme sense of dissatisfaction produced by a close
reading of Aristotle’s Ethics,” 56 and in so doing, he upset J. O. Urmson,
who complained in his introduction to the 1968 edition of Prichard’s
Moral Obligation how “imperceptive” this remark was about what he
thought the greatest ethics book ever written.57 But Urmson had not
bothered to read the next paragraph! For there Prichard explained that his
remark was not intended to criticize Aristotle. Our dissatisfaction with the
latter’s Ethics arises from the fact that it does not do what we want it to,
namely, explain why we ought to do what we think we morally ought to
do. And Prichard’s main point, as he then repeated,58 was that this demand
is illegitimate. If anything, “Mistake” praises Aristotle for correctly seeing
that duty is underivative.

54 Ibid., 147–49, 206–8.
55 Ibid., 34–35.
56 Ibid., 17.
57 Ibid., xiii.
58 Ibid., 17–18.

UNDERIVATIVE DUTY 129



But this was not at all Prichard’s later view. His notorious essay “The
Meaning of Agathon in the Ethics of Aristotle” 59 ascribed to Aristotle the
familiar combination of a merely instrumental “ought” and psychological
egoism, and did so by arguing that when Aristotle talked of “good”
(agathon) he always meant “conducive to the agent’s pleasure.” On this
reading, Aristotle’s argument that virtue is good was really the argument
that virtuous action is pleasurable for the virtuous agent,60 which Prichard
said distorts the moral phenomena just as Hobbes’s argument does.
Prichard considered, as an alternative, that by agathon Aristotle meant
(simply) “good,” but perhaps assuming with Moore that “good” is nec-
essarily agent-neutral, Prichard said this would commit Aristotle to hold-
ing that each person desires other people’s virtue as much as his own,
which Prichard said he did not: Aristotle thought each person cared only
about his own virtue.61 So Aristotle was another philosopher who reduced
the moral to the nonmoral “ought.” 62

This was, to say the least, an uncharitable reading, and most scholars
think it was decisively refuted by J. L. Austin.63 They therefore reject
Prichard’s critique of Aristotle as based on a gross misinterpretation. But
the criticism can be separated from the interpretation and, when it is,
remains powerful.

Consider the following, more standard interpretation of Aristotle’s
Ethics. By “good” or agathon Aristotle meant what is “good for” a person,
in the sense of contributing to his eudaimonia, well-being, or living a good
life. This is not Moore’s concept of the (simply) good, nor Prichard’s
non-normative concept of what will give a person pleasure. It is a nor-
mative concept but an independent one, and it grounds reasons that
are only agent-relative, so that a thing’s being “good for” a person gives
only him ultimate reason to pursue it. Thus, when Aristotle said that
virtue is “good,” he meant that it is a constituent of the life that is best for
a person, and his explanation of why we ought to perform the acts con-
ventionally regarded as duties is that, if done from the right motives, they
will express virtue on our part, which is an essential constituent of the
good for us.

This interpretation does not involve psychological hedonism and need
not be conceptually minimalist: it can ground moral duties in claims
about eudaimonia that are normative but not moral. Even so, the view it
ascribes to Aristotle is open to the Prichard-style objection that it dis-
torts the moral phenomena. Consider a paradigmatically other-regarding

59 Ibid., 102–13.
60 Ibid., 109–13.
61 Ibid., 109.
62 A more moderate version of Prichard’s view, arguing that Aristotle alternated between

two meanings of agathon, is given by E. F. Carritt in “An Ambiguity of the Word ‘Good’,”
Proceedings of the British Academy 23 (1937): 51–80.

63 J. L. Austin, “Agathon and Eudaimonia in the Ethics of Aristotle,” in J. M. E. Moravcsik,
Aristotle: A Collection of Critical Essays (London: Macmillan, 1968), 261–96.
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duty such as the duty to relieve another’s pain. What, Prichard would
ask, is the ultimate explanation of why we ought to fulfill this duty? Is
it that doing so will make our own lives better, so that the duty is at
bottom self-regarding? Or is it that doing so will make the other per-
son’s life better? On the standard reading, Aristotle’s answer is that it
will make our own lives better, by contributing, given the right motives,
to our own eudaimonia. But that, the objection says, is not the right
explanation. The right explanation is that relieving the other’s pain will
make her life better, so the duty is not just superficially but fundamen-
tally other-regarding. The view standardly ascribed to Aristotle there-
fore gives the wrong explanation for the duty to relieve the other’s
pain, turning what we know intuitively is an other-regarding duty into
a self-regarding one. The view is not as crudely egoistic as a hedonistic
one, since it does not equate the agent’s good with his pleasure. But it
is egoistic at a deeper level, because it relates all his reasons for action
to his own eudaimonia, which, whatever its content, must be a state of
him. It is his good, not anyone else’s, that is his ultimate goal, and any
view that makes that true violates our intuitive sense that the ultimate
point of other-regarding acts is to benefit others.

The philosophers of Prichard’s period, though familiar with ancient
ethics, thought its approach to moral questions was fundamentally mis-
guided because it involved confusions about the basic normative con-
cepts. Sidgwick identified the key issue when he said that the ancient
philosophers did not distinguish between the questions “What ought I to
do, all things considered?” and “What will make my life go best?” —or
assumed without argument that the answer to these questions must always
be the same.64 This forced them into implausible claims: for example, that
if it is, all things considered, right for me to sacrifice my life in battle, the
value that courageous act will contribute to my life must be greater than
the value of the hundreds of other virtuous acts I could perform if I lived,
so my act involves no real sacrifice on my part.65 But the ancient philos-
ophers’ approach also gave their theories a disturbingly egoistic cast, not
only at the explanatory level Prichard emphasized but also in their more
specific claims. Sidgwick said that Aristotle did not have the concept of
benevolence, since the virtue on his list closest to it, liberality, is shown
just as much in tasteful expenditure on a fine house for oneself as in
spending on other people.66 Others were repelled by Aristotle’s account
of the megalopsychos or “proud” man, who enjoys being more virtuous
than other people —he is competitive about virtue —and will not give
others small benefits, since that is beneath his dignity; only when great

64 Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 404–5.
65 For this criticism, see A. C. Ewing, Ethics (London: English Universities Press, 1953),

28–29.
66 Henry Sidgwick, Outlines of the History of Ethics, 5th ed. (London: Macmillan, 1902), 62,

122.
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things are at stake will he deign to act. Rashdall noted “Aristotle’s revolt-
ing picture of the high-souled man (megalopsychos),” adding “[o]f course
I am aware of the explanations by which all superior people are accus-
tomed to defend the Aristotelian ideal.” 67 And Ross generalized the crit-
icism when he said that Aristotle’s description of the megalopsychos “betrays
somewhat nakedly the self-absorption which is the bad side of Aristotle’s
ethics.” 68

There are, in fact, many points where Aristotle’s ideal agent seems
unattractively self-concerned. Aristotle held that a virtuous agent takes
pleasure in his virtuous acts; he may also have thought that virtuous acts
have their full value only when their goal is successfully achieved, as
when an attempt to relieve another’s pain does relieve it. So his virtuous
agent may take pleasure in objects that include, as an effect of his act,
some benefit or good for another.69 But surely a virtuous person will be
equally or almost equally pleased when another’s pain is relieved inde-
pendently of his own action, as when someone else like a doctor relieves
the pain or it goes away by itself. Yet nowhere in his main discussion of
virtue in Books II through IV of the Nicomachean Ethics did Aristotle say
this; he did not suggest that a virtuous person takes pleasure in states of
others that are unconnected to his own acts.70 And it is hard to see how
he could say this, when only a person’s own acts and their effects are
appropriately connected to his eudaimonia and can therefore from his
point of view be good.

Or consider Aristotle’s claim that a virtuous person will sacrifice for
a friend and even let the friend perform noble acts rather than do so
himself. These acts sound altruistic, but look at Aristotle’s justification
for them. When a virtuous person gives his friend wealth, he himself
“achieves nobility” and therefore assigns “the greater good to himself.”
He may let his friend rescue a person from drowning, but the reason is
that “it may be nobler to become the cause of his friend’s acting than
to act himself,” so he still assigns “to himself the greater share in what

67 Rashdall, The Theory of Good and Evil, vol. 1, 205; see also Carritt’s remark about “the
egoistic self-righteousness of Aristotle’s philautos,” in Carritt, “An Ambiguity of the Word
‘Good’,” 69. For a more recent criticism of Aristotle of this kind, see Bernard Williams, Ethics
and the Limits of Philosophy (London: Fontana, 1985), 35.

68 W. D. Ross, Aristotle (London: Methuen, 1923), 208.
69 For this reading, see Jennifer Whiting, “Eudaimonia, External Result, and Choosing

Virtuous Actions for Themselves,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 45 (2002): 270–90.
70 There are suggestions to this effect in Books VIII and IX of the Nicomachean Ethics about

friendship; see Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. W. D. Ross (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1980), 1155b31–1156a5 and 1166b30–1167a20 about “goodwill.” But, first, these sug-
gestions come outside Aristotle’s main discussion of virtue in Books II through IV and are
not tied to his central theses about virtue, such as the doctrine of the mean. Second, he thinks
that when it is not felt toward a friend, goodwill is too superficial to issue in any action
(1167a1–2, a7–9), yet when it is felt toward a friend, it is felt toward “another self” (1166a31),
one whose activities are an extension of one’s own. Aristotle just does not have the idea that
a virtuous person will have strong desires for states of other people just as states of them
(and apart from any special relations they stand in to him).
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is noble.” However much his acts benefit others, the reason why he
ought to perform them, and even his motive for doing so, is that they
will increase his own eudaimonia. It follows that if two friends under-
stand their situation, they will engage in an unseemly competition to
act more virtuously. After all, if it is nobler for A to let B save the
drowning person, it is also nobler for B to let A do the saving. So we
can imagine an Alphonse-and-Gaston routine in which each tries to let
the other do the saving —“You do it,” “No, you do it,” “No, you do
it” —so he can have “the greater share in what is noble.” 71 Egoism like
this again seems inevitable in a view that grounds all normative demands
in an agent’s own eudaimonia; and that that is the wrong grounding
was most emphasized by Prichard.

Again, however, some may argue that Prichard’s objection applies
only to eudaimonist theories and not to others that try to justify moral
duties on some deeper ground. But in fact the objection is more widely
applicable. Though I cannot argue the point here, many of the most
influential recent attempts to justify moral duties —R. M. Hare’s univer-
salization argument for utilitarianism, John Rawls’s veil-of-ignorance
argument for his principles of justice, and Christine Korsgaard’s appeal
to “practical identities” —start with a picture of the moral agent as
essentially self-concerned. The agent cares about the fulfillment of his
preferences because they are his, or is concerned that social institutions
allow him to promote his conception of the good whether or not it is
true, or cares about acting from his practical identity. And no justifica-
tion of moral duty with that kind of starting-point can do other than
distort the moral phenomena. The objection must in each case be tai-
lored to the details of the proposed justification, but its core goes back
to Prichard.

VII. Conclusion

Many philosophers in the history of ethics and today have wanted to
justify moral duties by deriving them from something other than moral
duty, either from non-normative facts or from a normative consideration
that is not itself moral. A sequence of British philosophers of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries rejected this program, holding
both that normative truths in general are underivative from non-normative
ones, and that more narrowly moral duties are also underivative. This is
an important position in the history of the subject and a challenge to some
influential projects in philosophical ethics today. But the philosopher who

71 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1169a18–1169b2. Alternatively, if A says that letting B save
the drowning person is nobler than doing the saving himself, B can say that his letting A let
B save the person is even nobler; A that his letting B let A let B save is nobler still; and so
on to infinity. Again, each friend’s concern with his own nobility leads to a priggish com-
petition to be more virtuous.
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defended the position most fully was Prichard, with his three-stage argu-
ment, and he was in particular most explicit in arguing that the attempt
to justify moral duties on some other ground not only fails to yield the
desired results but distorts the moral phenomena. That makes him, on
this issue, a central figure in the history of the subject.
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