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GE MOORE EXTRACT ON INDEFINABLE PROPERTIES

“Good, then, if we mean by it that quality which we assert to belong to a thing,
when we say that the thing is good, is incapable of any definition, in the most
important sense of that word. The most important sense of definition is that in
which a definition states what are the parts which invariably compose a certain
whole; and in this sense good has no definition because it is simple and has no
parts. It is one of those innumerable objects of thought which are themselves
incapable of definition, because they are the ultimate terms of reference to which
whatever is capable of definition must be defined.

That there must be an indefinite number of such terms is obvious, on reflection;
since we cannot define anything except by an analysis, which, when carried as far
as it will go, refers us to something, which is simply different from anything else,
and which by that ultimate difference explains the peculiarity of the whole which
we are defining: for every whole contains some parts which are common to other
wholes also. There is, therefore, no intrinsic difficulty in the contention that good
denotes a simple and indefinable quality. There are many other instances of such
qualities.

Consider yellow, for example. We may try to define it, by describing its physical
equivalent; we may state what kind of light-vibrations must stimulate the normal
eye, in order that we may perceive it. But a moment’s reflection is sufficient to
show that those light-vibrations are not themselves what we mean by yellow.
They are not what we perceive. Indeed, we should never have been able to
discover their existence, unless we had first been struck by the patent difference
of quality between the different colours. The most we can be entitled to say of
those vibrations is that they are what corresponds in space to the yellow which we
actually perceive.

Yet a mistake of this simple kind has commonly been made about good. It may be
true that all things which are good are also something else, just as it is true that
all things which are yellow produce a certain kind of vibration in the light. And it is
a fact, that Ethics aims at discovering what are those other properties belonging
to all things which are good. But far too many philosophers have thought that
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when they named those other properties they were actually defining good; that
these properties, in fact, were simply not other, but absolutely and entirely the
same with goodness. This view | propose to call the naturalistic fallacy and of it |
shall now endeavour to dispose.” (principia Ethica, Chapter 1, section 10)

Exercise: sum up Moore’s argument in three sentences.
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