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Lecture Notes on the is-ought problem
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QUOTE 1

————–
“I cannot forbear adding to these reasonings an observation, which may, perhaps, be found of
some importance. In every system of morality, which I have hitherto met with, I have always
remarked, that the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary way of reasoning, and
establishes the being of a God, or makes observations concerning human affairs; when of a
sudden I am surprised to find, that instead of the usual copulations of propositions, is, and is
not, I meet with no proposition that is not connected with an ought, or an ought not. This
change is imperceptible; but is, however, of the last consequence. For as this ought, or ought
not, expresses some new relation or affirmation, it is necessary that it should be observed and
explained; and at the same time that a reason should be given, for what seems altogether
inconceivable, how this new relation can be a deduction from others, which are entirely
different from it. But as authors do not commonly use this precaution, I shall presume to
recommend it to the readers; and am persuaded, that this small attention would subvert all
the vulgar systems of morality, and let us see, that the distinction of vice and virtue is not
founded merely on the relations of objects, nor is perceived by reason.”
David Hume: A Treatise on Human Nature (1739-1740): Book III, Part I, Section I
————–
QUOTE 2

————–
“Consider the following series of statements:
1. Jones uttered the words “I hereby promise to pay you, Smith, five dollars.”
2. Jones promised to pay Smith five dollars.
3. Jones placed himself under (undertook) an obligation to pay Smith five dollars.
4. Jones is under an obligation to pay Smith five dollars.
5. Jones ought to pay Smith five dollars.
I shall argue concerning this list that the relation between any statement and its successor,
while not in every case one of “entailment,” is nonetheless not just a contingent relation; and
the additional statements necessary to make the relationship one of entailment do not need to
involve any evaluative statements, moral principles, or anything of the sort.”
John R. Searle: ‘How to Derive “Ought” From “Is” ’
The Philosophical Review Vol. 73, No. 1 (Jan., 1964), pp. 43-58.
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