
PRICHARD V PLATO EXTRACT

“It is worth recalling in some detail what Prichard’s reservations are. In his best-
known paper, Prichard sees obligation toward specific actions as called for by 
specific conditions or circumstances, and our apprehension of this “calling” as 
“absolutely underivative or immediate.”

He likens this apprehension to mathematical insight (e.g., that a three-sided 
closed figure must have three angles as well), in that “insight into the nature of 
the subject directly leads us to recognize its possession of the predicate”; such 
insights are, he says, “self-evident.”

We might, he thinks, come to doubt the truth of such insights, but the mistake of 
moral philosophy is to assume that such doubts can be assuaged by argument. 
The only appropriate response, in the moral as in the mathematical case, is that 
the doubts themselves are illegitimate. Reflection can serve a useful purpose only 
insofar as it returns us to a place in which we can recognize the self-evidence of 
the claims we began by doubting.

In a later paper, Prichard is more explicit about how Plato in particular has gone 
down the garden path with a form of reflection that is worse than useless. Once 
again, the charge is that Plato fails to appreciate that we think, “and think without 
having any doubt, that certain actions are right and that certain others are wrong.” 

Instead, Plato accepts as legitimate the bogus challenge of the Sophists 
(represented in Republic by Thrasymachus) of showing that what is required of us 
by justice is really to our own advantage. 

Here, however, we get a difference in emphasis from the earlier paper. Whereas 
there Prichard’s focus seemed to be on the mistake of thinking reflection could do 
something to supplement direct moral intuition – here we get a charge that Plato 
has supplied what has come to be known as the wrong kind of reason for morality.
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Prichard’s main point now is that “conduciveness to our advantage is simply not 
what renders an action our duty, though we may be unable to say for sure quite 
what does render an action so.”
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