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There may be little disagreement over the claim that eating ice cream is pleasurable, 

but does this mean that ice cream eating is good? Indeed, this seems a perfectly 

coherent question. And does the fact of its being a coherent question give us reason 

to believe that goodness is not equivalent to pleasure? G.E. Moore would presumably 

agree. Using his “Open Question Argument” (OQA), Moore seeks to rule out 

naturalism, or the view that moral properties are reducible to physical properties, 

pleasure included. I dispute the success of Moore’s argument. The OQA applies only 

on the assumption that, for some natural property F and some moral property G, the 

proposed definition “G is F” represents an analytic statement. However, I argue that 

(1) the naturalist need not agree that such a definition must be analytic; (2) it is likely 

that they would not so agree, and (3) the OQA is specious in general and should 

therefore be rejected. For these reasons, I conclude that Moore does not succeed in 

ruling out naturalism. 

I will proceed to argue for my claims as follows. First, I will motivate my discussion by 

briefly examining how Moore’s non-naturalism contrasts with naturalism most 

generally. Second, I will explain how Moore develops his crucial claim that goodness 

could neither be identified with any simple, nor complex natural property. In 

defending the latter, and hence attempting to provide a decisive refutation of 

naturalism, Moore applies his Open Question Argument (OQA). Having, thirdly and 

accordingly, elucidated the OQA, I will nevertheless proceed to argue that there is 

reason to believe that the OQA is unsuccessful. 

The following terminology pertains to our discussion. First, a proposition is a 

statement capable of being true or false. An analytic proposition is such that the 

predicate is conceptually contained in the subject. For example, the proposition “All 

bachelors are unmarried” is analytic because “unmarried” is part of the very 

definition of “bachelor” as “an unmarried male”.1 It follows that all analytic 

propositions are a priori: their truth can be inferred from reasoning alone, 

independent of experience. Since propositions that are a priori are independent of 

what the world is like, and so independent of sense experience, they are true 

necessarily and universally. On the other hand, propositions whose justification 

requires appeal to experience are a posteriori. To establish whether “All bachelors 

are lonely” is true, we cannot appeal to conceptual analysis, since the concepts alone 

do not reveal the psychological status of bachelors, but we must appeal to experience 

                                                           
1 Lecture. Jonathan Payton. “Non-Naturalism and the Naturalistic Fallacy”. University of Toronto, Toronto, 
ON. September 15, 2016 
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in the empirical world. Any proposition where the predicate concept is not contained 

in the subject concept is synthetic.2 

Moreover, for any proposition such that the predicate concept is not contained in 

the subject concept, is a synthetic proposition. All synthetic propositions may be 

formulated as open questions: questions whose answer is not conceptually contained 

in its terms. On the other hand, analytic propositions are closed. Analytic propositions 

are true by definition and hence cannot coherently be formulated as questions.3 For 

example, while “John is a bachelor, but is he lonely?” is perfectly coherent, asking 

“John is a bachelor, but is he unmarried?” is not, for the very assertion of John’s being 

a bachelor tells us that he is unmarried. Moreover, a complex term is such that it 

consists of a conjunction of several concepts (e.g. bachelor = unmarried + man), 

whereas a simple term, e.g. “yellow”, does not.4 Because Moore argues that all 

naturalist definitions of goodness are synthetic5, thus requiring sense experience, I 

define any natural thing as one physical in nature, thus located in time and space, and 

so in principle detectable by the five senses. Lastly, our discussion will focus on the 

particular moral property “good”, or “goodness”, corresponding to Moore’s own 

discussion.  

Naturalism and Moore’s non-naturalism proceed from the claim that moral realism 

is true. Moral realism is the view that (1) moral judgments express propositions, and 

(2) some of these propositions are true because (3) there exist moral properties, 

and so moral facts, in the world, the correspondence to which renders them true.6 

Naturalists and non-naturalists diverge on their accounts of the nature of these 

properties. According to naturalists, moral properties are natural properties subject 

to discovery by empirical investigation.7 It follows that morality can be fully explicated 

by reference to naturalistic terms alone, rendering ethics, in principle, a subject 

analogous to chemistry and physics.  

Moore objects that morality could ever be so explicated. In particular, he argues that 

goodness, analogously to color properties, is simple8 and as such indefinable.9 While 

we can know what yellow is, and so only by encounter, we cannot explain to someone 

who has never seen the color what is meant, essentially, by the concept. In this sense 

yellow is simple: its essence—this particular encounter’s experience—evades 

                                                           
2 Lecture. Margaret Morrison. “Outline of Kant’s Critical Programme.” University of Toronto, Toronto, ON. 
January 18, 2017. 
3 Lecture. Jonathan Payton. “Non-Naturalism and the Naturalistic Fallacy”. University of Toronto, Toronto, 
ON. September 15, 2016 
4 Moore, G.E. “Chapter 1. The Subject Matter of Ethics” in Principia Ethica (London, United Kingdom: 
Cambridge University Press, 1922), 7-8 §7 
5 Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica), 7 
6 Lecture. Jonathan Payton. “Ayer”. University of Toronto, Toronto, ON. September 20, 2016 
7 Lecture. Jonathan Payton. “Ayer”. University of Toronto, Toronto, ON. September 20, 2016 
8 Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica, 7 §7 
9 Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica, 9 §10 
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description in any terms other than “yellow”.10 Moore argues that the case of 

goodness is analogous: while we can know goodness by encounter, we cannot define 

it in any further terms such that someone lacking such an encounter would 

understand what is meant, fundamentally, by “good”. Since we cannot define it in any 

further terms, it follows that we cannot define it by reference to any natural terms, 

simple or complex.11  

Consider the proposition that goodness was identical to some simple natural 

property, pleasure, say. Now, if goodness was indeed one and the same as pleasure, 

Moore contends, the two must be conceptually identical12, rendering the two 

statements “Pleasure is good” and “Pleasure is pleasure” equally informative. 

However, intuitively it appears that they are not equally informative: the former 

conveys more information than the latter; namely, the normative claim of the value of 

pleasure. But this means that they cannot be conceptually identical. And since they 

are not conceptually identical, they could not be one and the same property. Since 

this is true for any simple natural property, Moore concludes that goodness could 

not be identified accordingly.13  

Moore provides his decisive refutation of naturalism, along with his proof that 

goodness also could not be identified with any complex natural property, by way of 

his Open Question Argument14. Recall that a question is open if and only if a 

competent speaker of English can coherently pose it, and closed if she cannot. 

Suppose that naturalism is true and let goodness be identical to some complex 

natural property N. If they are identical, then they are conceptually identical, 

rendering the definition “N is good” an analytic proposition. Since it is analytic, the 

question “Is N good?” is closed. But the question “Is N good?” is not closed, it is open: 

for any natural property N, Moore argues, we can always coherently ask whether N 

really was good. But this means that goodness is conceptually distinct from N, hence 

distinct in general. Since this is true for any natural property N, naturalism is false.15 

To see this, suppose that goodness is “what we desire to desire” and consider the 

question “I desire to desire to continue studying until midnight; but is it good to 

continue studying until midnight?” It seems that the appropriate answer to this 

question is that it depends—it depends on whether I have done all I need to do. That 

is, its answer is contingent on other facts about the world. Hence, the question is 

open, rendering the claim that goodness is equal to what we desire to desire false. 

                                                           
10 Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica, 10 §10 
11 Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica, 10 §10 
12 Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica, 7 §6 
13 Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica, 12 §11 
14 We may note that while the OQA is applied to the case of goodness as a complex natural property, it 
applies equally to simple properties. 
15 Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica, 15-16 §15 
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Because the same result follows for any natural property, Moore asserts, naturalism 

is false. 16  

While Moore concludes that naturalism is false, he nevertheless asserts that realism 

is true17, implying that moral properties are non-natural properties, ontologically 

distinct from natural ones. What appears to motivate his view and subsequent 

postulation of such entities is the idea that natural properties, being fully accountable 

for in descriptive terms, nevertheless fail to capture normativity.18 That is, it is one 

thing to describe the physical makeup of some phenomena; it is another to 

apprehend its moral status.19 It is this apprehended “gap” between natural and ethical 

concepts that may account for the openness of the questions discussed above. 

Hence, it appears that what the OQA attempts to shed light on is this gap between 

natural and ethical properties.  

Now, while Moore has gone a long way in proving that, whatever goodness be equated 

to, it cannot be so equated in virtue of its conceptual equivalence to something else, 

this does not necessarily undermine naturalism. The OQA successfully rules out 

naturalism only if the naturalist agrees that the definition of goodness must be an 

analytic proposition, and never synthetic. However, I argue that (1) the naturalist can 

rightfully disagree, since it is implausible that, in general, identity requires 

conceptually identity, and Moore nevertheless does not show why moral concepts 

should constitute a special case; and (2) that naturalists have reason to favor a 

synthetic definition; lastly, (3) I argue that the OQA is a specious philosophical 

argument in general.  

First, because it is implausible that identity requires conceptual identity, the 

naturalist can rightfully disagree that their definition must be an analytic proposition. 

For example, while “water” may be fully conceptually distinct from “H2O” this 

certainly does not preclude the possibility of their being, in actuality, one and the 

same thing. Indeed, we know they are. Analogously, the naturalist may argue, our 

concept of “good” may be distinct from that of “pleasure”, say, but this does not entail 

the impossibility of their actually being exactly one thing. That seems flat out false. It 

follows that there is nothing fallacious in the assertion that the definition of goodness 

may be a synthetic proposition. Thus, the naturalist may simply disagree that what 

they are after is an analytic proposition; since the OQA applies only if the proposition 

is analytic, it fails to rule out naturalism. 

Perhaps one would object that while it may be true, in general, that identity does not 

require conceptual identity, moral concepts nevertheless constitute a special case. 

He may wish to contend that in the case of goodness, its definition must be analytic. 

                                                           
16 Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica, 15-16 §15 
17 While not explicitly asserting the truth of realism, we may infer it from his discussion on page 5 §5 
18 Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica, pp. 11-12 §11 (1) and pp. 20 §14 
19 Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica, pp. 12 §11 
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But this does not appear to be Moore’s position at all: indeed, he notes that all 

naturalistic definitions of goodness will be synthetic20 but fails to appreciate that this 

may not be seen as a problem for the naturalist. Because no reason is given why we 

ought to consider moral concepts a special case—such that the naturalist must agree 

to an analytic definition—the application of the OQA is unwarranted and thus does 

not suffice to rule out naturalism.  

In addition to not being required, on logical grounds, to accept that the definition of 

goodness must be an analytic proposition, there is reason to believe that naturalists 

may in fact prefer a synthetic definition, in virtue of the kind of theory naturalism is. 

Recall that the truth of a synthetic proposition cannot be established merely by 

meditating on the meaning of its terms but require empirical investigation. Now, 

empirical investigation is grounded in observation, and natural properties are, in 

principle, observable properties. But the naturalist asserts that moral properties are 

natural properties. It follows that moral properties are, in principle, observable. 

Hence, it seems plausible that the naturalist would assert that coming to know 

goodness requires observation. It thus appears a reasonable corollary of naturalism 

that whatever property N goodness be equated to, the proposition “N is good” may 

well be a synthetic proposition. Thus, there is reason to believe that such a definition 

be favored by the naturalist and, again, since Moore has not ruled out the possibility 

of its not being so, his application of the OQA is unwarranted and his refutation fails.  

One may propose to object that if the definition of goodness represents a synthetic 

statement, naturalism collapses into moral relativism. Moral relativism is the view 

that there are no universal moral truths. Rather, the truth or falsity of moral 

propositions is relative to some specific perspective, such as one’s culture or even 

oneself.21 Universality is entwined with necessity: if something is true universally, it 

could not fail to apply, and so is necessarily true. Likewise, if something is necessarily 

true, it must always apply, and so is universally true. Moral relativism accordingly 

denies that moral propositions admit of necessity or universality. Analytic 

propositions are such that the predicate is conceptually contained in the subject, so 

they are true by necessity. On the other hand, it appears that synthetic propositions 

are not. Since any synthetic proposition is such that the predicate concept is not 

contained in the subject concept, the proposition is not necessarily true, and since 

what is necessary is universal, it is not universally true. It follows that if the naturalist’s 

definition of goodness is synthetic, naturalism collapses into relativism. But this is 

hardly a desirable result: naturalism is the view that goodness is equivalent to some 

natural property, and this purports to be a universal claim.  

                                                           
20 Moore, G.E. Principia Ethica, pp. 7 §6 
21 Blackburn, S. “Chapter 2: Relativism.” The Blackwell Guide to Ethical Theory. 2nd Ed. (West Sussex, 
United Kingdom: Blackwell Publishing, 2013), p. 43 
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But this objection is unsound. While it is true that all analytic propositions are true by 

necessity, it is not the case that all synthetic propositions are not. As Immanuel Kant 

argues in The Critique of Pure Reason, some synthetic propositions are in fact 

necessary. The proposition “Five plus seven equals twelve” is necessarily true, and so 

the proposition is a priori. But since the concept “twelve” is neither found in that of 

“five” nor that of “seven”, it follows that the proposition is synthetic. So, at least some 

synthetic propositions are necessary, rendering this objection as unsound.22 

There is reason to believe that moral propositions could qualify for synthetic a 

priority, such that the above objection does not apply even if specified to moral 

propositions only. Given that naturalism makes a universal and necessary claim about 

the nature of moral properties, and since necessity involves a priority, on Kant’s 

account, a naturalistic definition of goodness could be a priori. On the assumption 

that the definition was synthetic, there would be no conceptual containment, such 

that it would tell us something about the world that is beyond the semantic content 

of the subject concept. This, as rendered visible by the OQA itself, appears to be the 

case. Lastly, on Kant’s account, synthetic a priori propositions pertain only to the 

world of possible human experience—e.g. this world—and so are universal only to 

this extent.23 This is consistent with naturalism: naturalism asserts that moral 

properties are physical. We are physical. And we are able to, in principle, detect 

physical properties by our senses. So, it makes sense that a naturalistic account of 

morality should pertain only to the world of possible human experience. Thus, there 

is reason to believe that moral propositions could qualify for synthetic a priority, such 

that the objection does not apply. 

Lastly, there is reason to believe that the OQA is specious in general. Insofar as 

philosophy attempts to analyze and define concepts of truly intricate nature, the OQA 

seems to imply that philosophers are doomed to perpetual failure. For example, it 

seems an at least plausible definition of death that it is the irreversible, permanent 

cessation of one’s life.24 However, there is reason to believe that the question “Aunt 

Magda died last week, but did she cease to live permanently and irreversibly?” is 

open. For suppose that Aunt Magda seemingly did die but, thanks to advancements 

in medical technology, she was later reanimated. Since she was successfully 

reanimated, she did not cease to live permanently and irreversibly. Does it follow that 

she did not die? In virtue of the intricate nature of the concepts involved, both of 

these appear to be perfectly coherent, and hence open, questions. 

                                                           
22 Kant, I. “The Transcendental Aesthetic.” The Critique of Pure Reason. Translation and Editing by Guyer, 
P. and Wood, A.W. (New York, USA: Cambridge University Press. 1998): A37-39/B54-56. pp. 182-184 
23 Lecture. Margaret Morrison. “Outline of Kant’s Critical Programme.” University of Toronto, Toronto, 
ON. January 18, 2017. 
24 Feldman, F. “The Enigma of Death", Philosophia 21: 3-4 (1992): 171 
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From this it follows that the OQA represents a specious argumentative strategy. 

Because the question “Aunt Magda died last week, but did she cease to live 

permanently and irreversibly?” is open, according to the OQA, death could not be 

defined as the permanent, irreversible cessation of life. Given the intricate nature of 

“death”, however, this result is likely to persist for any proposed definition. On 

Moore’s account then, “death” is indefinable. But the same presumably holds for a 

vast majority of concepts whose nature philosophers aim to analyze; in turn, the OQA 

appears to subject a great deal of philosophers to perpetual failure, Moore himself 

included. But this is unreasonable. Thus, on grounds of being specious in general, the 

OQA should be rejected. 

Perhaps the Moore proponent would object that while the OQA may not be the 

appropriate argumentative strategy, it nevertheless delivers the correct conclusion. 

Naturalism is false not because its definition of goodness fails to be analytic, but 

because it lacks explanatory power. Equating goodness to some natural property, 

rendering its concept purely descriptive, crucially fails to account for its unique 

normative nature.25 There is no explanatory power in some particular atomic 

arrangement by appeal to which we can account for goodness’ normative nature; and 

naturalists cannot, by their own theory, appeal to anything but descriptive terms. 

Since any moral theory should carry explanatory power, naturalism fails. 

I argue that this objection fails: naturalists can account for the normative aspect of 

natural properties. For according to naturalists, goodness just is some natural 

property N and so that is all there is to it. That we come to apprehend an ontological 

distinction may be attributable to the conceptual distinction between what is 

normative versus what is descriptive. For if two concepts differ in kind, and we know 

they do, we may perceive their instantiations accordingly. For example, if some 

individual A associates “snow” with properties P1 to Pn, n>10, whereas B associates it 

merely with P1 to P3, A may presumably perceive snow differently from B. As it were, 

A may see “more” in the snow than B does. The snow itself, of course, remains 

unchanged. Similarly, with the descriptive versus the normative: if it is supposed that 

the two are fundamentally distinct, we may perceive the world accordingly, 

effectively reinforcing our supposition. But neither concepts nor perception 

determines ontology. Thus, it is not the case that naturalism must lack explanatory 

power.  

Lastly, we may note that non-naturalism is hardly more satisfying. For if goodness is 

assumed to be non-natural, it is difficult to see how it should come to carry any 

motivational force. Morality may plausibly be thought of as inherently motivating: if 

an agent knows that an act A is morally good, then this should, in virtue of its moral 

                                                           
25 While not explicitly stated, this is inferred from his discussions on pp. 10 §10 pp. 12 §11 (1) and pp. 20 §14 
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status alone, count in favor of doing A.26 But if goodness is non-natural, it is not located 

in space and time, and so it is difficult to see how it should come to influence our 

behavior. By locating goodness in time and space, however, it seems that we have at 

least taken a step towards explaining this feature of morality. And naturalism locates 

goodness precisely therein.27  
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