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Preface

The present work is a revised version of my Ph.D. thesis 
which was submitted under the supervision of Prof. S.A. 
Shaida in the Deapartment of Humanities and Social 
Sciences at Indian Institute of Technology, Kanpur in the 
year of 1979. This work is in the area of meta-ethics. 
The methodology of the entire work is that of conceptual 
analysis and not of historical. I have tried to analyse 
throughout the concept of moral principle to dig out its 
basic nature in the light of contemporary debate. In this 
work I have stuck to my original position which I had 
held during my research work except few changes and 
addition here and there although none of which can be 
called substantial.

I take this opportunity to express my deep sense of 
gratitude to Prof.S.A. Shaida for his invaluable guidance 
and encouragem ent throughout the investigation. His 
co n tr ib u tio n  to the d ev e lop m en t of m y an aly tica l 
capabilities has been most valuable.

I also wish to express my sincere thanks to Prof. 
Rajendra Prasad, Prof. M ahajan, Prof. (Mrs.) Mohini 
Mullick, Prof. R.S. Misra and Prof. K.N. Sharma who 
have trained me well while I was doing my course work.



(vi)

I am grateful to my friends Dr. Parkash Mehta, Dr. 
Renu Khanna, Dr. PR. Bhat for their moral encouragement 
and kind help in preparing the final draft of my thesis.

My affectionate thanks go to my wife, children and 
fam ily  m e m b e rs ,  w ith o u t w hose  deep sense  of 
understanding and patience the work would not have 
taken this shape.

I am very much thankful to the authorities of Indian 
In stitu te  of Technology, K an p u r for p ro v id in g  me 
scholarship and other facilities. I will be failing in my 
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Introduction

The present work is a revised version of my Ph.D. thesis. 
In this work an attempt is made to give a philosophical, 
not a historical, account of the nature of moral principles 
through analysis. It is needless to say that there have been 
much discussion among moral philosophers about the 
nature of moral principles since the days of Aristotle. 
Among classical philosophers Mill, Kant and others are 
those who have tried to formulate some features of moral 
principles which occupied the place of pride in most of 
their writings. Modern philosophers like Hare, Toulmin, 
Nowell Smith, Baier, Singer, Warnock and others have 
also tried to identify the characteristics of moral principles. 
But a critical reflection on these accounts shows that they 
are inadequate. They do not enable us to identify moral 
principles as distinct from other kinds of principles like 
soc ia l ,  lega l and relig ious etc. They fail to answ er 
s a t is fa c to r i ly  variou s  qu estions re lating  to m oral 
ju d g e m e n ts ,  m oral decisions, m oral rules and their 
justifications. They do not adequately help us to understand 
the roles and functions of moral concepts like right, good, 
ought, duty and obligation etc.

The main defect from which classical and modern 
accounts of moral principle suffer is that they stress some 
features of moral principle and ignore the others which
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makes their account inadequate. For exam ple, Kant 
overemphasi '.ed universalizability and autonomy, but he 
did not take into account the significance of the content 
of moral principles. We cannot develop or formulate any 
sort of moral principle, in isolation from human attitudes, 
purposes and the considerations about human good in 
general. Moral principles, of course, include them but 
do not depend upon them alone for their validity and 
justification. Hare, in his formulation of moral principle, 
considered only universalizability and prescriptivity and 
neglected other features like sanction, overridingness and 
content which are also implicitly or explicitly found in 
our moral principles. Nowell Smith emphasized, besides 
universalizability and force of conscience, the presence 
of approval or pro-attitude towards moral principles, but 
he did not consider the features of content, prescriptivity 
and au ton om y of m oral p rincip les . Baier regarded 
universalizability, openness (that is, teachability) and the 
good of everybody alike (the last comprises equity or 
fairness and general well-being) as the essential features 
of moral principles but he overlooked the sanction and 
the autonomous character of moral principles. Toulmin 
laid greater emphasis on the content of moral principles. 
Singer is silent on other features excepting generalizability 
and content. Sim ilar is the case with most of other 
philosophers.

Thus, unless we solve the problems of the nature of 
moral principles and formulate a comprehensive account, 
we cannot satisfactorily answer various questions related 
to moral judgements, moral decisions, moral rules and 
their justifications nor can we understand the roles and 
functions of moral concepts like good, bad, right, wrong, 
duty, ought and obligation since moral principles underlie 
them. And a critical reflection on the problem shows 
that no philosopher has given an adequate account of 
the nature of moral principles which can enable us to 
identify moral principles as distinct from the other kinds 
of principles and solve various related problems. For
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these reasons inquiry into the nature of moral principles 
is an imperative at which the book aims. It intends to 
provide an adequate and comprehensive account of moral 
principles which enables us to identify moral principles 
as distinct from the other kinds of principles and solves 
various related problems.

It is true that I have not attempted to formulate any 
moral principle; nor the questions concerning the relation 
of moral principles to moral concepts, moral judgements, 
moral decisions, moral rules and their justifications have 
been discussed. But the features that emerge from the 
an alysis  of m ora l p r in c ip le  p rovide basis  for the 
formulation of any moral principle. They help us to 
understand the relation of moral principles to moral 
concepts, moral judgements, moral decisions, and moral 
rules. Thus the scope of the book is limited to the basic 
question: what is the nature of a moral principle? or 
w hat m akes a p r in c ip le  m oral?  For the sake of 
convenience, historical accounts and controversies have 
been avoided to deal with the problem.

Our model of analysis tries to make it clear that moral 
principles by nature are universal and person-neutral. 
Actions which they enjoin upon someone in a particular 
circumstance are at the same time applicable to all similar 
persons in circumstances which are not significantly 
different. Of course, they do not enjoin the same kind 
of actions upon all persons in all circumstances. In this 
respect their universalizability is conditional. When a 
man accepts a m oral principle , it binds him to act 
accordingly. He cannot prescribe a moral principle to 
himself or to others unless he acts according to it in 
relevant situations. M orality  demands consistency in 
action. Moral principles are an action-guiding principles. 
They tell us to do something or to make certain change 
in states of affairs in relevant situations. Moral principles 
are self-approved and self-administered principles. They 
are not imposed upon the individuals by the external 
forces. Unlike laws and regulations, moral principles are
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