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TEXTES SEANCE 1:  

 (1) The ordinary system of ethics, as elaborated in the works of ethical philosophers, 

is very far from being a homogeneous whole. Not only is it apt to contain pieces of 

metaphysics, and analysis of non-ethical concepts: its actual ethical contents are themselves 

of very different kinds. We may divide them, indeed, into four main classes. There are, first 

of all, propositions which express definitions of ethical terms, or judgements about the 

legitimacy or possibility of certain definitions. Secondly, there are propositions describing 

the phenomena of moral experience, and their causes. Thirdly, there are exhortations to 

moral virtue. And, lastly, there are actual ethical judgements. It is unfortunately the case 

that the distinction between these four classes, plain as it is, is commonly ignored by ethical 

philosophers; with the results that it is often very difficult to tell from their works what it is 

that they are seeking to discover or prove. In fact, it is easy to see that only the first of our 

four classes, namely that which comprises the propositions relating to the definitions of 

ethical terms, can be said to constitute ethical philosophy. The propositions which describe 

the phenomena of moral experience, and their causes, must be assigned to the science of 

psychology, or sociology. The exhortations to moral virtue are not propositions at all, but 

exclamations or commands which are designed to provoke the reader to action of a certain 

sort. Accordingly, they do not belong to any branch of philosophy or science. As for the 

expressions of ethical judgements, we have not yet determined how they should be 

classified. But inasmuch as they are certainly neither definitions, nor quotations, we may say 

decisively that they do not belong to ethical theory. A strictly philosophical ethics should 

therefore make no ethical pronouncements. But it should, by giving an analysis of ethical 

terms, show what is the category to which all such pronouncements belong. 

Alfred Jules Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, chap. 6, 1936.  

 (2) I am not saying that morals are trivial or unimportant, or that people ought not to 

bother with them. For this would itself be a judgement of value, which I have not made, and 

do not wish to make. And even if I did wish to make it, it would have no connection with my 

theory. For the theory is entirely on the level of analysis; it is an attempt to show what 

people are doing when they make moral judgements; it is not a set of suggestions as to what 

moral judgements they are to make. And this is true of all moral philosophy, as I understand 

it. All moral theories, intuitionist, naturalistic, objectivist, emotive, and the rest, in so far as 

they are philosophical theories, are neutral as regards actual conducts. To speak technically, 

they belong to the field of meta-ethics, not ethics proper. That is why it is silly, as well as 

presumptuous, for any one type of philosophers, to pose as the champion of virtue. And it is 

also one reason why many people find moral philosophy an unsatisfying subject. For they 

mistakenly look to the moral philosophers for guidance. 

Alfred  Jules Ayer, « On the Analysis of Moral Judgements », 1949.   

 


