





    
  Skip to main content
  




  

    

      
        
          
              
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  



  



  

          

        

      


      
        
              

      
        
          
                       

         

      

     
    
      
        
          [image: BMJ Journals]

                  

      

      
                  
            
                
    

    
  
    	Subscribe
	Log In 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  






	Basket 
	Search 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    
  Search for this keyword 
 






  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Advanced search  


  
  



  



  







  



  

            

          

                

    
        
      
                [image: Journal of Medical Ethics]
      

            
          
    

    
  
    	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Authors
	About
	JME Commentaries

  





    
  
    
  
    
  
        

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    
  Search for this keyword 
 






  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Advanced search  


  
  



  



  


  
  


  
        

    
  
  
    	 Close
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
        Main menu

    
  
  
    
  	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Authors
	About
	JME Commentaries



  


  
  



  



  






	Subscribe
	Log in 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  






	BMJ Journals

  


  
  




  



  



  

      

          

          
  
        
      
        
          You are here
	Home
	Archive
	Volume 48, Issue 6 
	Who commits the unnaturalistic fallacy?


        

       
      
          
            Email alerts
          
        

      

          

            
          
        
          
            
                                                                                                  
    

    
  
    
    
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Article Text
  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Article menu 
  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
  


  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    	Article 
Text
	Article 
info
	Citation 
Tools
	Share
	Rapid Responses
	Article 
metrics
	Alerts


  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    [image: Download PDF]PDF  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Commentary


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
      Who commits the unnaturalistic fallacy?
        
  

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    [image: Loading]

  
    
  
      
  
  
    	http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9285-4975Kyle Ferguson

	
Division of Medical Ethics, NYU Grossman School of Medicine, New York, New York, USA



	Correspondence to
 Dr Kyle Ferguson, Division of Medical Ethics, NYU Grossman School of Medicine, New York, New York, USA; kyle.ferguson{at}nyulangone.org





  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    https://doi.org/10.1136/medethics-2022-108363

  


  
  



  
        Statistics from Altmetric.com

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  


  
  



  
        Request Permissions

    
  
  
    If you wish to reuse any or all of this article please use the link below which will take you to the Copyright Clearance Center’s RightsLink service. You will be able to get a quick price and instant permission to reuse the content in many different ways.

  


  
  



  
        

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    	Ethics- Medical

According to G E Moore,1 we commit the naturalistic fallacy when we infer ‘x is good’ from non-evaluative premises involving x such as ‘x is pleasant’ or ‘x is desired’. On Moore’s view, the mistake is to think that we can reduce moral goodness to anything else or explain it in any other terms. We cannot analyse ‘good’, Moore thought, because goodness is simple, non-natural and sui generis.
If Moore were alive today, and if he were to ask contemporary bioethicists the right questions, he would probably find that many of them commit the naturalistic fallacy when they move from empirical premises to normative conclusions or when they articulate complex notions of the good. Pugh et al
2 might commit the naturalistic fallacy themselves when they conclude that people with natural immunity to COVID-19 should be exempt from vaccine mandates because such exemptions would achieve desired public health benefits. Moore would probably find me guilty of committing the naturalistic fallacy if I were to present my arguments against such exemptions.
A reanimated Moore would find that the naturalistic fallacy pervades bioethics and public health. In contrast, as I shall argue, the unnaturalistic fallacy is probably nowhere to be found. In this commentary, I explain what the so-called unnaturalistic fallacy really is and raise doubts about whether anyone really commits it.
Decades after Moore published Principia Ethica, Bernard Williams observed that the naturalistic fallacy is unfortunately named since it is neither a fallacy (ie, an inferential mistake) nor an argumentative tendency unique to ethical naturalists.3 Ethical non-naturalists make the same mistake—if it is a mistake—when they move from, say, ‘x is commanded by the gods’ to ‘x is good’.
Just as Moore’s ‘naturalistic fallacy’ misnames, Pugh et al’s ‘unnaturalistic fallacy’ misleads. To be … 
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	Funding The authors have not declared a specific grant for this research from any funding agency in the public, commercial or not-for-profit sectors.

	Competing interests None declared.

	Provenance and peer review Commissioned; internally peer reviewed.

	↵Three examples: first, they characterise their article as ‘mak[ing] the case for recognising proof of natural immunity as an acceptable alternative to proof of vaccination’ (p. 2); second, when articulating their main thesis, they write, ‘if vaccine-induced immunity achieves a sufficient public health benefit to justify a vaccine mandate, [then] such mandates ought to consider evidence of recent infection as a sufficient basis for an exemption’ (ibid.); third, when posing their key question, which they answer in the affirmative, they ask, ‘whether, if a vaccine mandate is being applied, natural immunity would also achieve the public health benefits that are desired’ (p. 3).

	↵Two examples: first, ‘for the purposes of immunity certification, those who have acquired immunity naturally are potentially equivalent to those who have acquired immunity through vaccination’ (p. 2, italics mine); second, ‘on the basis of existing data, it is plausible that naturally acquired immunity may be as good as vaccine-mediated immunity’ (p. 3, italics mine).
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