Prima Facie Duties

When a plain man fulfils a promise because he thinks he ought to do so, it seems clear that he does
so with no thought of its total consequences, still less with any opinion that these are likely to be the
best possible. He thinks in fact much more of the past than of the future. What makes him think it
right to act in a certain way is the fact that he has promised to do so — that and, usually, nothing
more. That his act will produce the best possible consequences is not his reason for calling it right.
What lends colour to the theory we are examining, then, is not the actions (which form probably a
great majority of our actions) in which some such reflection as ‘I have promised’ is the only reason
we give ourselves for thinking a certain action right, but the exceptional cases in which the
consequences of fulfilling a promise (for instance) would be so disastrous to others that we judge it
right not to do so. It must of course be admitted that such cases exist. If I have promised to meet a
friend at a particular time for some trivial purpose, I should certainly think myself justified in
breaking my engagement if by doing so I could prevent a serious accident or bring relief to the
victims of one. And the supporters of the view we are examining hold that my thinking so is due to
my thinking that I shall bring more good into existence by the one action than by the other. A
different account may, however, be given of the matter, an account which will, I believe, show itself
to be the true one. It may be said that besides the duty of fulfilling promises I have and recognize a
duty of relieving distress, and that when I think it right to do the latter at the cost of not doing the
former, it is not because I think I shall produce more good thereby but because I think it the duty
which is in the circumstances more of a duty. This account surely corresponds much more closely
with what we really think in such a situation. If, so far as I can see, I could bring equal amounts of
good into being by fulfilling my promise and by helping some one to whom I had made no
promise, I should not hesitate to regard the former as my duty. Yet on the view that what is right is

right because it is productive of the most good I should not so regard it...

There is nothing arbitrary about these prima facie duties. Each rests on a definite circumstance
which cannot seriously be held to be without moral significance. Of prima facie duties I suggest,

without claiming completeness or finality for it, the following division.*

1. Some duties rest on previous acts of my own. These duties seem to include two kinds,

A. those resting on a promise or what may fairly be called an implicit promise, such as the
implicit undertaking not to tell lies which seems to be implied in the act of entering into
conversation (at any rate by civilized men), or of writing books that purport to be history and not
fiction. These may be called the duties of fidelity.

B. Those resting on a previous wrongful act. These may be called the duties of reparation.

2. Some rest on previous acts of other men, i.e. services done by them to me. These may be loosely
described as the duties of gratitude.

3. Some rest on the fact or possibility of a distribution of pleasure or happiness (or of the means
thereto) which is not in accordance with the merit of the persons concerned; in such cases there arises
a duty to upset or prevent such a distribution. These are the duties of justice.

4. Some rest on the mere fact that there are beings in the world whose condition we can make better
in respect of virtue, or of intelligence, or of pleasure. These are the duties of beneficence.

5. Some rest on the fact that we can improve our own condition in respect of virtue or of intelligence.
These are the duties of self-improvement.



6. I think that we should distinguish from (4) the duties that may be summed up under the title of
‘not injuring others’. No doubt to injure others is incidentally to fail to do them good; but it seems to
me clear that non-maleficence is apprehended as a duty distinct from that of beneficence, and as a

duty of a more stringent character.

It will be noticed that this alone among the types duty has been stated in a negative way. An
attempt might no doubt be made to state this duty, like the others, in a positive way. It might be
said that it is really the duty to prevent ourselves from acting either from an inclination to harm
others or from an inclination to seek our own pleasure, in doing which we should incidentally harm
them. But on reflection it seems clear that the primary duty here is the duty not to harm others, this
being a duty whether or not we have an inclination that if followed would lead to our harming
them; and that when we have such an inclination the primary duty not to harm others gives rise to
a consequential duty to resist the inclination. The recognition of this duty of non-maleficence is the
first step on the way to the recognition of the duty of beneficence; and that accounts for the

prominence of the commands

‘thou shalt not kill’,

‘thou shalt not commit adultery’,
‘thou shalt not steal’,

“thou shalt not bear false witness’,

in so early a code as the Decalogue. But even when we have come to recognize the duty of
beneficence, it appears to me that the duty of non-maleficence is recognized as a distinct one, and as
prima facie more binding. We should not in general consider it justifiable to kill one person in order

to keep another alive, or to steal from one in order to give alms to another.

* I should make it plain at this stage that I am assuming the correctness of some of our main convictions as to
prima facie duties, or, more strictly, am claiming that we know them to be true. To me it seems as self-
evident as anything could be, that to make a promise, for instance, is to create a moral claim on us in someone
else. Many readers will perhaps say that they do not know this to be true. If so, I certainly cannot prove it to
them; I can only ask them to reflect again, in the hope that they will ultimately agree that they also know it to
be true. The main moral conviction of the plain man seem to me to be, not opinions which it is for philosophy
to prove or disprove, but knowledge from the start; and in my own case I seem to find little difficulty in
distinguishing these essential convictions from other moral convictions which I also have, which are merely
fallible opinions based on an imperfect study of the working for good or evil of certain institutions or types of
action.
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