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Ath a livtle io-ei eer Zime & the momernt I rar bepin
a reply to ene of your remciis celotive to my cnswer to rvou in the
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Unoyoar {oolscap speetn you write, "0 p. .43 you challenpe
ey oclaim thot o random seh esn e axiowmatized. You presnet such a set
and then ask, "ILlth these us axioms, ahet carn e deduced? it this is
cleurly the vwrong auestion.," ebo,

I must acknoeledre that accordinge be vour ey lanstion now,
whichk seems quite correct, ! misunderstood our ~oint ond sngked the
urone question. You admit that the eriomatimaiion vou suepest is trivial,
cut vou suppose thet the axiome ization I want iz elsc trivial.

To &1l of uhici 4 would like tec sey: I misundersteod your
noint because I thouwsht it was en objecilen to rmy josition, “Whet you
meznt is not an objecvivn to my rosition, ne zoiler in somewhot in my
favor. My positlon has besn thet the oo lome Hlratic T theolory is at
least an idezl touward which we srould press, cven i? we ronnet ghhaln
it. I hold this positipn in opjosibtion Lo il Se, e oaeccupt of
of his rejection of axiomutiza ticy in v &l wostn's Treclogiesl
Method, p. 67, Thisg i3 one of ¢ serier . : -oLoam valsine upiesd
againgt darth. It ties in with the other 1oL Mooopoaltion da
algo dirscted erainst irurner, uwho tolds i %u~t cery Leple
and that we must helieve coniradictory AL N, 3 Lies in
with his notion that God and conceptislivy {cr intel}ecbuaLLJm)are
mutually exclusive., Beyond this my peoaltion oipeses &l hicse who
say life is desper than logel and who rely on some srrt of mysticism,
tyainst them I have defended the loyicorl s~ usislency ol the Seripture
and the consequent axiomatizeotion.

.

You now have said that ol ccurse, any randem set of

propositions can be axiomatized., This is more ¢l a support to my
view than it is an objection.

Or course, L do not quite admit thet any random set can
be a.iomatized - and still retain any meaning. For example, David was
King of Israel, and David wes not King of Israel. I ayree that these
two contradictory statements follow validly from, Jashinpgton as the
[irgt president of tle USA, and Weshin on was not ete. From a falsity
(which the product of ¢ ntradictories is) anything follows.
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This sort of thing I am more thun willinrs to admit is trivial.
But I um not convinced that what I have said is trivisl., At least I am
oprosing well known and widely held opinicnas, The ¢ nstruction I am
almine &t 1s the deduction of the Westminster Corfessicn from Seripture,
anda this I teake it is & step touard aniomatization, or systematization,
and it is also a refutation of Sarth and a numbter of others.

Have I made mysel! clear?
~ Tidg does rot answer all you wrote on the foolscap peres.
Sometime 1 hope to pet to the remainder, but I send this now to a gsure

you I do not went to brush you off, and that + re-urd your eriticisms
ayg valusole ond stimulasting.,

Cordisliy yours
N s
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PHILOSOPHY

ON DERIVING THE NORMATIVE FROM
THE NONNORMATIVE

GEORGE I. MAVRODES
The University of Michigan

Is it possible to derive a normative conclusion from nonnormative
premises, or, as it is sometimes put, to derive an “ought” from an
“is”? A large number of ethical theorists have appeared to answer
this question in the affirmative, as they have attempted to derive
ethical principles from a variety of metaphysical or theological
premises. On the other hand, a powerful modern tradition in ethics,
stemming from Hume, appears to answer it in the negative. This
latter view, which I will sometimes call the “gap thesis,” has re-
cently been challenged anew.!

In this paper I want to do several things. I will try to distinguish
two senses of this question, senses which have been run together in
recent discussions. And I will develop, and defend against a number
of possible objections, a simple argument for an affirmative answer
to the question in one sense, an argument simpler than any which
has been discussed in the recent literature. Along with this I will
discuss what would be required in order to maintain the gap thesis
in the other sense. But it is not my purpose to defend any particular
moral principle, nor to defend any particular historical attempt to
derive a normative conclusion from nonnormative premises.

It will be convenient to develop the argument first and then
to distinguish the senses of the question and of the gap thesis in the

1See John R. Searle, “How to Derive ‘Ought’ from ‘Is’,” Philosophical Re-
view LXXIII, No. 1 (January 1964), 43-58; Max Black, “The Gap Between ‘Is’
and ‘Should’,” Philosophical Review No. 2 (April 1964), 165-181; and George I.
Mavrodes, “‘Is and ‘Ought’,” dnalysis 25, No. 2 (December 1964), 42-44. Searle’s
paper has been criticized by James Thomson and Judith Thomson, “How Not
to Derive ‘Ought’ from ‘Is’,” Philosophical Review LXXIII, No. 4 (October
1964), 512-516; Antony Flew, “On not Deriving ‘Ought’ from °Is’,” Analysis 25,
No. 2 (December 1964), 24-32; and James E. McClellan and B. Paul Komisar,
“On Deriving ‘Ought’ from °‘Is",” Analysis 32-37. Black's paper is criticized by
D. Z. Phillips, “The Possibilities of Moral Advice,” Ibid., 37-41.
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course of replying to possible objections. Throughout the discus-
sion I will assume that there is a distinction between normative and
nonnormative statements, and I will use in my arguments state-
ments which seem to be paradigms of their respective types. But I
recognize that the upshot of the whole argument may be that no
such viable distinction can be drawn. If that is so then, of course,
both forms of the gap thesis collapse.

Consider then the following statement which I call F: The
Fisher building is the tallest building in Detroit. Now, F appears
to me to be a paradigm case of a nonnormative statement. But if
anyone believes he knows a better paradigm of such a statement
he is free to substitute it for F without, I think, affecting the course
of the argument. And then consider the statement which I call M:
Men ought never to lie. As before, M seems to me to be a paradigm
of a normative statement, but the reader is free to substitute for M
any statement which he takes to be a better paradigm. F and M are
then the first statements which I wish to consider.

But I do not claim that M can be derived from ¥. My first claim
is less ambitious, merely that F logically entails a new statement,
D. And D is the truth functional disjunction, F v M.2

Now, F and M were both chosen as paradigms of their respective
types, but the status of D may be more problematic. Fortunately,
however, we need not here decide whether it is normative or non-
normative. We can, instead, examine the significance for our topic
of both suppositions. If D is normative then the matter seems simple
.enough. D, which is normative, is logically entailed by F, which is
nonnormative, Therefore, the thesis that the nonnormative never
entails the normative is false.

But perhaps we are more inclined to think that D is nonnorma-
tive. And if it is, then the matter is only slightly more complex. In

~ 2The meaning of the symbol v which occurs here is close to that of the
“word “or.” In fact, some philosophers hold that they are identical in meaning.
Though I now lean toward this view myself I will not argue it herc. Instead,
we can stipulate that v is a new term introduced here for the first time. It can
be defined by reference to this much longer expression:

“The following is a list of two statements, and at least one of them is true:

1, F

2. M”
F v M can now be defined as entirely equivalent to the above statement or, if
we prefer, as an abbreviated way of writing the above expression. In general,
any statement of the form p v g consists of nothing more than the claim that
at least one of the two statements, p and g, is true.

FoL(Fem)
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this case we will need an additional statement, not-F: The Fisher
building is not the tallest building in Detroit. Not-F, like F, is non-
normative. But the combination of not-F and D logically entails
M. So we will now have a pair of nonnormative statements which
entail one which is normative. Whether D is normative or non-
normative, then, we are able to construct a case of the required

. v
sort of entailment. 6 i
At this point, therefore, I claim to have proved the following
thesis: If some statements are normative and the remainder are
nonnormative, then there necessarily are some nonnormative state-
ments, or some sets consisting entirely of nonnormative statements, Mo .

which logically entail some normative statements. And this is the
central thesis of this paper.

I want to consider some possible objections to this argument.
Before doing so, however, it may be interesting to compare my argu-
ment with a pair of arguments which have been given in support of
the gap thesis. No doubt the best known, and historically most
influential, is that of Hume. In a famous passage he writes:

In every system of morality, which I have hitherto met with, I have always
remark'd, that the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary way of rea-
soning, and establishes the being of a God, or makes observations concerning
human affairs; when of a sudden I am surpriz’d 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 imper-
ceptible; but is, however, of the last consequence. For as this ought, or ought
not, expresses some new relation of affirmation, 'tis necessary that it shou’d be
observ’d and explain’d; and at the same time that a reason should be given,
for what seems altogether inconceivable, how this new relation can be a deduc-
tion from others, which are entirely different from it?3

If we convert Hume's “surprize” over what he takes to be “al-

together inconceivable” into an argument it becomes something
like this.

1. No nonnormative statement contains a normative term,

2. Every normative statement contains a normative term.*

3. In a valid argument the conclusion cannot contain a term
which does not appear in the premises.

8 David Hume, 4 Treatise on Human Nature, Book 1II, Part I, Section 1.

4 Surely we must broaden Hume’s references to the words “is” and “ought,”
as I do here by reference to “normative” terms. For “You broke the window”
is a paradigm of a nonnormative statement though it contains no “is,” and “It is
your duty to pay for it” is a paradigm of a normative statement though it

o

does contain an “is” but no “ought.”
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4. A normative conclusion cannot be validly derived from non-
normative premises.’

Hume's argument is valid. It fails, however, because premise 3
is surely false. In fact, one of the arguments which I used above,
F; .. Fv M, is a gdod example of a valid argument which violates it.
Premise 3 is, of coprse, a rule of the traditional syllogistic logic, but
there are many valid argument forms (and many of them are com-
mon) which are not in the form of a categorical syllogism. And so
premise 3 must be rejected, and with it Hume's argument,

Moreover, the construction of D may serve to make us doubt
premise 1. For though D contains the term “ought” (and “ought”
occurs there in its strongest moral sense), it is not clear that D is
a normative statement. Of course, perhaps we will decide that D is
normative after all (thus accepting the simplest form of the deriva-
tion of the normative from the nonnormative). But even so, though
perhaps encouraged by the doubtful character of D, we can now
think of some other statements which include normative terms but
of which it seems very implausible to say that the statement itself
is normative. E.g., “He said that men ought never to lie,” and “He
thinks that men ought never to lie.” And so it appears that Hume’s
argument also fails because of its reliance upon premise 1, which
is false.

R. M. Hare states the gap thesis in the form of a logical prin-
ciple, which, he says, “is of the most profound importance for
ethics.” He states the principle as: “No imperative conclusion can
be validly drawn from a set of premises which does not contain at
least one imperative.”¢ He then goes on to an attempt to confirm
this rule.

The rule that an imperative cannot appear in the conclusion of a valid
inference, unless there is at least one imperative in the premisses, may be
confirmed by an appeal to general logical considerations. For it is now generally
regarded as true by definition that (to speak roughly at first) nothing can appear
in the conclusion of a valid deductive inference which is not, from their very

5This is exactly the way in which P. H. Nowell-Smith interprets this pas-
sage of Hume’s. He states the conclusion of Hume’s argument (with which he
agrees) as “This [the derivation of normative from non-normative] must be
illegitimate reasoning, since the conclusion of an argument can contain nothing
which is not in the premises, and there are no ‘oughts’ in the premises.” Ethics
(Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, Ltd., 1954), p. 37.

6 R. M. Hare, The Language of Morals (New York: Oxford University Press,
1964; first published in 1952), pp. 28, 29.
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meaning, implicit in the conjunction of the premisses. It follows that, if there
is an imperative in the conclusion, not only must some imperative appear in
the premisses, but that very imperative must be itself implicit in them.?

This argument of Hare’s, even if it is accepted in toto, is quite
inconclusive against my thesis. The principal reason for this is
that no independent meaning is given to the phrase “implicit in
the conjunction of the premisses.” That P is implicit in a set of
premises means no more than that P can be validly inferred from
those premises. Indeed, that seems to be why Hare can refer to a
truth by definition. If we accept that definition then we will simply
have to say that some normative statements are implicit in some
nonnormative statements. But this is merely another way of saying
(less clearly) that those normative statements can be validly inferred
from those statements.

Put in another way, Hare's argument makes us take a second
look at his alleged logical principle. At first its meaning, though
not its truth, seemed clear, but now, after the argument, it appears
ambiguous. In particular, the meaning of the phrase “does not con-
tain at least one imperative” is now in doubt. At first it seemed
reasonable to assume that it referred to a case in which no one of
the premises was itself an imperative. If the principle is interpreted
in that way then my argument above conflicts with it and provides
a conclusive refutation of it. But also if the principle is interpreted
in that way, then Hare’s argument entirely fails to support it and
is, in fact, irrelevant to it. For Hare's argument makes no reference
to any premise’s being an imperative but only to the premises’ im-
plicitly containing an imperative.

On the other hand, if Hare’s argument is to support the prin-
ciple, then the ambiguous phrase must be understood to mean
“does not implicitly contain at least one imperative.” But this means
nothing other than “does not validly entail at least one imperative.”
And on this interpretation the whole principle becomes “No im-
perative conclusion can be validly drawn from a set of premisses
which does not validly entail at least one imperative.” Hare’s argu-
ment does support that principle (though it is hardly in need of
support). But on this interpretation, of course, the principle is
completely trivial. It does not conflict with my thesis, nor is it a
statement of the gap thesis nor of any other thesis about the relation

7 Ibid., p. 82. Hare appears to believe that moral statements are imperatives.
Though I do not share this view I will use the term “imperative” while dis-
cussing Hare,
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of the normative and the nonnormative. For it makes no mention
of nonnormative or nonimperative statements.

I turn now to several objections which might be urged against
my argument.

Objection 1.—Statement D is illegitimate or ill-formed because
it is improper to represent ‘or” by “v” since the truth-functional
“v"” does not capture the full meaning of “or.”

I do not wish to argue here whether ‘v’ does or does not ac-
curately represent the sense which “or” bears in some or all of its
uses, That is because in any case this objection is irrelevant to the
argument at hand. I do not propose D as an analysis of, a transla-
tion of, or a substitute for any statement containing the word “or.”
It is, rather, a statement in its own right containing the term “v,”
which is given a contextual definition by means of the usual truth
table. (See also footnote 2.)

Objection 2.—D is illegitimate or ill-formed because normative
statements do not have truth values (or do not have them in the
requisite sense), and hence cannot function as constituents of truth
functional compounds.

Now, the significance of the claim that normative statements are
neither true nor false is far from clear.® This can, perhaps, be il-
lustrated by constructing an analogue of the above argument with-
out claiming that any normative statement is cither true or false.

Whatever else may be involved in the notion of truth, it seems
clear that the term (along with “false”) has a sense in which it is
applied to statements and in which, for example, the statement
“The Fisher building is the tallest building in Detroit” is true if
and only if the Fisher building is the tallest building in Detroit.
And otherwise that statement is false. In general, “p” is true if and
only if p, and otherwise “p” is false. And this feature of truth and
falsity is the only feature which is operative in truth functional
arguments. Nothing in the propositional logic depends upon any
other feature of “truth.”

Now if we object to using the terms “true” and “false” of norma-
tive statements, then we can simply introduce a pair of new terms,
say “right” and “wrong.” And we can say, e.g., that a normative
statement such as “Men ought never to lie” is right if and only if

8 Charles Stevenson argues in a way basically similar to what follows that,
even on the basis of an analysis like his own, ethical statements are properly
characterized as being true or false. See his Facts and Values (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1963), pp. 214-220.
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men ought never to lie, and otherwise it is wrong. (In general, “n”
is right if and only if n, and otherwise “n” is wrong). And we can
then define a new connective, say “w,” such that a statement of the
form, p w q, is true (or right, depending upon whether we decide
that it is normative or nonnormative), if and only if at least one
of its components is either true or right, and otherwise the com-
pound statement is false (or wrong). And a valid argument can be
redefined in the new terms as one in which it is logically impossible
for all of the premises to be either true or right if the conclusion
is either false or wrong.

We can then construct a new statement, D’, which is F w M.
Just like D, D’ is validly entailed by F. And, as before, D’ and not-F
jointly entail M. Thus, we rehabilitate the argument in a form
strictly isomorphic with the original.

It should be evident that no significant change is involved in
this alteration in terminology. This is, of course, because the validity
of the operations of the propositional calculus does not depend
upon their connection with “truth.” It depends, rather, upon the
fact that they are performed in a two-valued system which includes a
“negativising” transformation, i.e., one whose effect is to convert
propositions of one value into propositions of the other value.
Therefore, the logic of the amended argument is precisely that of
the original.

One cannot, then, base a serious objection upon the claim that
normative statements are neither true nor false (a claim which
appears to be logically vacuous). The objector must go further and
claim that normative statements are not two-valued, or that they
do not admit of a negativising transformation. But it does not ap-
pear that most of the defenders of the gap thesis should be willing
to go this far. For if one adopts this stronger claim then one must
also adopt a corresponding new logic, or else give up the claim that
normative statements are entailed by anything at all, even including
other normative statements. But defenders of the gap thesis gen-
erally maintain that normative conclusions can be validly derived
by standard rules of logic from premises which include normative
statements. If normative statements are not two-valued, however,
this would be nonsense; standard logic would not apply to them
at all.

It appears, then, that the objection must either be abandoned
or strengthened. But the project of strengthening it in any rea-
sonable way will, I think, seem inordinately expensive to most of
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those involved in this discussion. I will, therefore, carry on the
remainder of the discussion within the context of standard logic.
And since no significant alteration is introduced by the change in
terminology, 1 will continue to use the terms “true” and “false”
(though any who object to them are free to make a substitution
along the lines suggested above). However, readers who seriously
wish to consider the possibility that normative statements are not
two-valued should amend my thesis to read as follows: either norma-
tive statements are not validly entailed by anything at all (even
by normative statements) in standard logic, or else there are some
sets of nonnormative statements which validly entail some norma-
tive statements.

Objection 3.—If we construe D as nonnormative, then the argu-
ment proves only that normative statements are entailed by a special
sort of nonnormative statement, i.e., by statements such as D. But
statements of this form, though they may be well formed, are some-
what odd and occur only rarely. On the other hand, the argument
does not show that normative statements follow from more ordinary
nonnormative statements such as F. And so, presumably, the sig-
nificance of the argument is to be minimized.

This objection is correct in its assessment of what my argument
shows. It is not correct in its assessment of significance. What ap-
peared to be the original claim of Hume and his followers was
interesting. They claimed that a certain general class of statements
was logically separated from the remainder of our discourse. There
was no span of entailment which would bridge the gap from the
nonnormative to the normative. This interesting thesis is now
shown to be mistaken. There are such entailment bridges.

Of course, it is consistent with my argument, and very likely
to be true, that there are many nonnormative statements which do
not, by themselves, entail any normative statements. But that claim
appears to be rather trivial. However, it would be interesting if we
could find some subclass of nonnormative statements which had
some other important characteristics and which was also separated
from the normative by a logical gap. The significance of such a
claim would, of course, depend largely upon how such a subclass
was defined or delimited. Perhaps such a proposal will be made.
If so, it will be interesting to examine it.

Objection 4.—This is closely related to the preceding one, and
it claims that I misinterpret the gap thesis. The holders of that
thesis did not claim that normative statements cannot be derived
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from nonnormative statements (i.e. from the complementary class),
but that they could not be derived from another limited class of
statements, e.g., from “factual” statements.

The force of this objection is somewhat hard to assess, since
many formulations of the gap thesis are vague on this point. But
some, at least, pretty clearly conform to my interpretation. Hare,
for example, requires an imperative to be in the premises (in some
sense of “in”) if the conclusion is to be imperative. And this clearly
implies that, if the premises are nonimperative, then no imperative
conclusion can be validly inferred.

Hume, of course, is vague here, because he expresses himself
purely in terms of a distinction between “is” and ‘“ought.,” But
Hare appears to interpret Hume as holding Hare’s principle.? Karl
Popper, on the other hand, asserts “the impossibility to derive non-
tautological ethical rules—imperatives; principles of policy; aims;
or however we may describe them—from statements of facts.”10 This
seems to give color to the objection. But Black, referring to this
passage, says, “Popper would presumably wish to make a similar
claim about all non-factual statements; like many other philoso-
phers, he believes that only statements of fact can follow from state-
ments of fact.”1! And Hare says that this statement of Popper’s is
an “explicit” formulation of Hare’s own principle.? So the matter
does not seem to be clear.

Whatever has historically been claimed, of course, someone may
now wish to make the weaker claim that there is a class of statements
(I suppose they are to be the “factual” statements, of which pre-
sumably F and not-F are paradigms) such that they entail no norma-
tive statements. I do not intend to argue against this claim here,
since we should first have a criterion for this class. For example, we
should have some way of deciding whether D belongs to it. But
even without that we can say this much. If there is such a class of
“factual” statements, and if F and not-F belong to it, then there is
a third class such that statements in the third class are entailed by
factual statements and such that factual statements plus statements
from the third class entail normative statements.

8 Hare, op. cit,, p. 29.

10 Karl R. Popper, “What Can Logic Do for Philosophy,” Avistotelian So-
ciety Supplementary Volume XXII (London: Harrison and Sons, Ltd., 1948),
p. 154.

11 Black, op. cit., p. 165.

12 Hare, op. cit., p. 32.
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Objection 5.—The argument shows only that a contradictory
nonnormative statement (F and not-F) entails a normative state-
ment. And this entailment holds in virtue of a well-known feature
of the ordinary propositional calculus. But the gap thesis can easily,
and without significant loss, be reformulated as the claim that no

- normative conclusion can be validly derived from noncontradictory

nonnormative premises. And the argument does not affect this
form of the gap thesis.

This objection is related to the next one, which raises an im-
portant point. But in the form given here it is simply mistaken
about the structure of the argument which I have discussed. I have
nowhere used or discussed any argument which includes both F and
not-F (or any other contradiction) among its premises. I have instead
pointed out that if D is normative then it is entailed by F, and
hence there is a nonnormative statement which entails a normative
one. On the other hand, if D is nonnormative, then D and not-F
together entail M, which again subverts the gap thesis. Now neither
of these entailments involves any self-contradictory premises. One
of them has only the single premise F, and the other has the pair
of premises D and not-F. But neither of them involves the con-
tradictory premises F and not-F. Nevertheless, it is a necessary truth
that one or the other of these entailments, by itself, is a contraven-
tion of the gap thesis, i.e,, one or the other of these entailments
exhibits the valid derivation of a normative statement [rom non-
contradictory nonnormative premises. Thus this objection rests
upon a mistaken reading of the argument, and the gap thesis can-
not be saved by the proposed emendation.

Objection 6.—The argument does not show that it is possible
to establish normative conclusions on the basis of nonnormative
premises. For we may take D to be nonnormative. But then we
see that D is established on the basis of F, while M is established
on the basis of D and not-F. F and not-F are, however, the contra-
dictions of each other, and they cannot both be true. Therefore,
an argument which appeals to both of them cannot be sound and
cannot be used to establish a conclusion. And so the proferred argu-
ment fails.

In a sense this objection is correct. But it is important to under-
stand just what that sense is, for there is also a sense in which the
objection misses the point of the argument. In constructing and
discussing the argument I have avoided the use of the term “estab-
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lish"” and similar terms, and I have made my claim in terms of
what is entailed. In other words, my claim has been one about
logic, about the logical relations which can subsist between state-
ments of different classes.

It is for this reason, of course, that in constructing and defending
my argument I have not found it necessary to claim the truth of
M, or of D, or of F, or of not-F. I have not asserted that the Fisher
building is the tallest building in Detroit, nor have I claimed that
men ought never to lie. For I have been concerned so far only with
a thesis about their logical relations.

Since I am not here concerned with the truth of either D or M
I have not tried to establish either. Nor have I claimed that D
might be established by deducing it from F, and that M might
then be established by deducing it from D and not-F. For I have
not been concerned with how any of them might be established. I
have concerned myself only with their logical relations.

What I do claim to have established is a principle concerned
with logical relations: If some statements are normative and the
remainder nonnormative, then there are necessarily some non-
normative statements which entail some which are normative.
Therefore, if the question with which this paper begins is construed
as a question about logic, about the entailment relation between
statements of two classes, then the answer to it is “yes,” and the gap
thesis, interpreted in the same way, is false.

There certainly seem to have been holders of the gap thesis
who have interpreted it in this way. Hare, for example, puts his
rule in terms of what can be wvalidly drawn from a certain type of
premise. And Popper prefaces the principle which I quoted above
with the claim that “perhaps the simplest and the most important
point about ethics is purely logical.”13 But, as we have seen, that
point is instead a purely logical error.

Perhaps, however, the question and the gap thesis can be under-
stood in another sense, as epistemological rather than logical. There
would then be a question and a thesis about what we can know and
how we can know it, rather than about what is entailed or what
can be inferred. If we adopt this interpretation, then the objection
makes a point. For it calls attention to the fact that I have not
even attempted to establish the corresponding epistemological

13 Popper, op. cit., p. 154.

A

A0

o



364 George 1. Mavrodes

thesis, i.e., that we could come to know some normative statement
on the basis of some nonnormative statement. Nor will I attempt
to do so here.

I have, however, done something else which is relevant. I have
eliminated one sort of argument which might be used in an attempt
to show that the revised gap thesis is true.l¢ If there is an episte-
mological gap between the nonnormative and the normative, this
cannot be due to the presence of a logical gap. For my argument
shows that there is no such logical gap.

If the epistemological gap is to be defended, then, it must be
defended upon other grounds. Presumably these will include the
claim that some of the nonnormative statements involved in the
derivation cannot be known except by deriving them from the
normative conclusion. If that were so, then the derivation, though
it might be valid and sound, would be epistemologically circular,
and hence would not provide a ground for knowing the conclusions.
But there seems to be little possibility of defending the epistemo-
logical gap against my argument if D is construed as normative.
For it seems evident that we might know F (if it is true), and then
get to know D by inferring it from F.

If, however, we decide that D is nonnormative, then interest will
center on how we might come to know D. Of course, if we know
F we could infer D from it as before. But in that case we could
not know not-F (for it would be false) and so could not carry out
the suggested inference to M. On the other hand, if M were true we
might know it and infer D from it. But then, of course, we could
not be coming to know M by inferring it from D and not-F.

But perhaps F is false, D is true, and D is known independently
of knowing M. If that were so we might come to know M by in-
ferring it from D and not-F. And if that is so then the epistemo-
logical gap thesis fails just as the logical gap thesis fails.

What the gap defender needs at this point is a proof that,
under these circumstances, it is impossible to know D without
resting that knowledge upon a knowledge of M. And that conclu-
sion is prima facie highly implausible. For under these circum-
stances D will be logically entailed by every one of an indefinitely
large set of true statements. And so there would appear to be many
ways of establishing a knowledge of D without inferring it from M.

Nevertheless, it is possible that a defender of the gap thesis may

14 Where the revised gap thesis claims that no normative statement can be
known on the basis of purely nonnormative statements.
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be able to present a plausible argument that this is impossible.
If so, it will be very interesting to examine. Of course, even if it
were sound it would not be sufficient to establish the epistemo-
logical gap. For it would still remain possible that the gap might
be bridged by a maneuver different from the one I have considered.
But a proof that even this simple maneuver fails would be a diffi-
cult and interesting achievement,



