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Preface

Morality is bonded with the concept of society. Truth of 
this proposition is one that we have been observing since 
the time of existence of any society embedded in its culture. 
If a society is to continue its existence, better it be with a 
sense of morality. Why with morality? It is because 'to 
be moral' is a better choice than 'to be immoral' or even 
'amoral' for a good social living. If living with moral- 
sense is acceptable, there is a necessity for having frame 
of certain norms and principles. These serve as referrals 
for developing criterion for evaluation or justification of 
an action in a society. As such, the understanding of the 
language of morality is quite useful and essential for proper 
evaluation of moral activity. Hence, the justification for 
intricate relationship between morality and its language.

Why Socrates as a citizen readily accepted, without 
offering resistance, to drink the poison hemlock as a State 
award for his act that he did for the sake of the then Greek 
youths of the society! This question first arose in author's 
mind as a school student then in eighth standard while 
studying an English prose text-book. It aroused in author 
the curiosity to learn more about the concept of morality 
in volved  in the p h ilo so p h e r 's  act for his society. 
Subsequently, as a grown up college student, it served to 
encourage the author to have a deep dig into arena of
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studies in morality towards exploration of 'what can be 
an appropriate criterion of evaluation of moral act?' It is 
this idea that inspired the author to develop the contents 
of the present book.

The book is an exposition and assessment of Patrick
H. Nowell-Smith's contribution towards understanding 
the nature of ethical language. What ethical or unethical 
(and not non-ethical) is is explained by him mostly in 
terms of 'pro-' and 'con-' attitudes. He emphasizes that 
'contextual implication' is vital for making precise and 
unbiased moral judgements. On Nowell-Sm ith's view, 
moral behavior is directly related to pro and con attitudes 
of the agent. And, the activity of a moralist is quite different 
than that of a moral philosopher. Meaning of a moral term 
and proposition is to be comprehended in terms of the 
specific contextual implications in which these are used. 
In a sense, the language of morality is quite flexible, flexible 
in the sense that the meaning of a moral term varies 
according as the context in which it is used undergoes 
change, and that a moral term may have more than one 
meaning in a single context. That is to say, it is m ulti
functionary in nature. Its meaning is context dependent. 
It is the context specific that determines the explicit meaning 
of a moral term. However, a moral term may not contain 
the same meaning in different contexts.

The activity of a 'moral philosopher', as Ayer remarks, 
is distinct from that of a 'm oralist' ("Editorial Foreword", 
Ethics by N ow ell-Sm ith, Penguin Books, M elbourne: 
London: Baltimore, 1954). Nowell-Smith belongs to the 
former category. Moral philosophers' task is to analyze 
and justify the nature of moral judgements and concepts 
used in them. A moralist simply lays down moral codes 
and principles. The activity of analyzing and understanding 
the nature of ethical concepts is that of metaethics.

The problem in ethical language is of seeking true 
meanings of ethical concepts used in ethical propositions. 
Different ethical theories explain the meaning of ethical



(xi)

terms in their own ways. Keeping in view the different 
meanings which may be assigned to ethical language, we 
may say with Wellman that ethical language could acquire 
either of the five or more categories of m eaning- descriptive, 
evaluative, emotive, prescriptive and critical, giving rise 
to different theories, such as, naturalism , em otivism , 
intuitionism, prescriptivism, etcetra respectively. According 
to Nowell-Smith, however, no one particular meaning could 
be ascribed to ethical terms.

Nowell-Smith conceives the meaning o f  ethical words in 
terms o f  their functions in the context in which they are used. 
Each ethical term functions in accordance with 'Janus 
Principle' according to which an ethical word can serve 
more than one function at a time. It is in this principle 
that Nowell-Smith's theory of ethical language is embedded.

Ethical language, according to Nowell-Smith, is flexible 
and dynamic. He endeavours to offer a precise logical 
analysis of e th ica l w ords in term s of their m utual 
relationships. The words he mostly uses for this task are 
'choice', 'ought', 'obligation', 'trying', 'blaming', conscience', 
'conscientiousness', 'freedom', 'moral responsibility', 'moral 
principles', and 'moral rules'. It may be observed that in 
order to bring home the meaning of ethical words, he uses 
even non-ethical words, such as 'ignorance', 'trying'.

Nowell-Smith suggests that ethical words, among other 
two types of words, D- (descriptive) and G- (gerundive), 
are of A- (adjective) type. He cautions that it would be a 
mistake to believe that ethical words belong to a 'class' of 
words as such; they do not belong to a class. A-, D- and 
G- are just the types of words according to the use of 
word in a context. Every word acquires its meaning in relation 
to its use in specific contexts. The meaning of an ethical 
word or a proposition is guided by pro- or con- attitude 
of both speaker and the recipient, pro-attitude being an 
essen tia l in gred ien t of e th ica l u tteran ce ; w ith ou t 
involvement of pro-attitude, an ethical proposition or a 
term loses its status as such.
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