


From "Is" to "Ought" - 
Deduction or Articulation? 

TORE NORDENSTAM 

Strategies 
Hume suggested in A Treatise of Human Nature that it is impossi- 
ble to derive an "ought" from an "is", evaluations and norms from 
pure descriptions and statements of fact.' Hume's observation was 
further underlined by Kant's way of drawing sharp boundaries 
between theory and practice, the world of facts and the sphere of 
values, and by G. E. Moore's doctrine that "goodH-statements 
cannot be fully analysed into descriptive components ("the natura- 
listic fallacy").2 Hume's simple, logical observation has, in fact, led 
moral philosophy and value theory in general into an impasse: if 
"oughtH-statements can only be based on other "oughtn- 
statements, you will get an infinite regress where one "oughtn- 
statement rests on another in endless chains; or you will end up 
with a vicious circle; or you might decide arbitrarily to stop the 
chain of argument at some point ("deci~ionism").~ The result is 
that ethics is left hanging in the air. 

One of the strategies which has been used to get out of the 
impasse recommends us to search for principles which can bridge 
the gulf between "is" and "ought". The statement that "ought" 
implies "can" has been suggested as a bridge principle of this kind, 
along with statements about basic human needs.4 

Another strategy would be to try to show that "oughtn- 
statements can be derived from "isH-statements, pace Hume. 
Searle's Speech Acts, which we are going to comment upon in 
some detail, is a good illustration of this strategy.5 

Karl-Otto Apel's approach illustrates a third strategy. In the 
course of a careful examination of Searle's examples of alleged 
deductions of evaluations from descriptions, Ape1 suggests that the 
descriptions in question necessarily presuppose certain norms, 
which can be analysed by the "transcendental pragmatics" envis- 
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