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Lecture 1: Ethics, An Overview 
 

I. What is Ethics? 
A. One of the Five Major Branches of Philosophy 

1. Definition: Ethics – Normative branch of philosophy that critically 
investigates good action/conduct (dyadic). 

2. Science 
3. Philosophy (Philia + Sophia)  

a. NOT MATHEMATICS: Philosophy is different from mathematics 
because it is in search for real truth, that is, the truth about the 
world.  Therefore it draws upon experience. 

b. NOT SPECIAL SCIENCE: Philosophy isn’t concerned with making 
use of special observations, but it contents itself with the critical 
investigation of the facts of everyday life, e.g. the person, what we 
can know, what there is in the world.  You cannot get at the 
conception of who we are or what we ought to do by looking 
through a microscope. 

c. A PHILOSOPHY: draws from all experience and makes use of 
reason to determine its conclusions. 

 
4. Normative Science 

a. Aesthetics – Critical investigation into what is good in itself 
(monadic).  E.g. beauty 

b. Ethics – Normative branch of philosophy that critically investigates 
good action/conduct (dyadic).  E.g. good action 

c. Logic – Critical investigation into what is good by way of thought 
(triadic).  E.g. good thought. 

 
5. Metaphysics – Critical investigation into the most fundamental 

components of being.  It investigates what is.  And, what there is is an 
open question in metaphysics.  A descriptive science. 

a. Matter: Materialism 
b. Mind: Idealism 
c. Matter and Mind: Dualism 
 

6. Epistemology – Critical investigation into the nature and scope of 
knowledge. 

 
B. Not Divorced from the Five Major Branches of Philosophy 

1. Epistemology – How do we come to knowledge of right and wrong 
2. Metaphysics 

a. Personal Identity – Who should we abort? 
b. Free Will/Determinism – Are we even responsible? 

 
3 SCIENCE 
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3.1 SCIENCE OF DISCOVERY 
3.1.1 Mathematics 
3.1.2 Philosophy 

3.1.2.1 Phenomenology 
3.1.2.2 Normative Sciences 

3.1.2.2.1 Aesthetics 
3.1.2.2.2 Ethics 
3.1.2.2.3 Logic (Semeiotic) 

3.1.2.2.3.1 Semeiotic (Speculative) Grammar 
3.1.2.2.3.2 Critical Logic 
3.1.2.2.3.3 Methodeutic (Universal Rhetoric) 

3.1.2.3 Metaphysics 
3.1.3 Special Sciences 

3.1.3.1 Nomological sciences 
3.1.3.2 Classificatory sciences 
3.1.3.3 Explanatory sciences 

3.2 SCIENCES OF REVIEW (CLASSIFICATORY SCIENCES?) 
3.3 PRACTICAL SCIENCES 

 
C. Normative / Factual Distinction 

1. Two Types of Claims 
a. Normative Claim – a value judgment that refers to a norm, rule, or 

standard. 
i. Aesthetic standard 
ii. Grammatical 
iii. Moral 
iv. Etiquette  

b. Factual/Descriptive Claim – a claim that can be confirmed by 
experiment, observation, or scientific-based research. 
i. Historical research 
ii. Observation 
iii. Scientific Research 
iv. Legal Research 

2. Examples 
a. Descriptive Examples 

 
Factual Statement Type of Confirmation 
George Washington was the first president of the United 
States. 

Historical Research 

The sun is shining. 
 

Observation 

Water is composed of two parts hydrogen and one part 
oxygen. 
 

Scientific Research 

The law you are violating in omitting this income from 
your statement was passed by Congress in 1978 

Legal Research 

 
b. Normative Examples 
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Normative Statement Type of Confirmation 
Picasso is a great painter Aesthetic Standard 
Do not use a singular subject with a plural verb Grammatical Standard 
You should not lie to your father. Moral Standard 
You should stand when a lady walks into the room. Moral Standard or Standard 

of Etiquette  
 

3. Relation of the Two Claims 
a. We cannot derive a moral claim from a factual one.  They appeal to 

different idealizations.  This argument does not work: 
 
Factual Claim The world is a sphere 
Moral Conclusion Therefore, the world ought to be a sphere. 
 
 
Factual Claim The wealth of the United States is at present unevenly distributed 

among its citizens. 
Moral Conclusion Therefore, the present distribution of wealth in the United States is 

morally wrong. 
  
 

b. We have to use a moral and factual claims in combination for our 
ethical arguments 

 
Factual Claim The wealth of the United States is at present unevenly distributed 

among its citizens. 
Moral Claim An uneven distribution of wealth in a country is wrong. 
Moral Conclusion Therefore, the present distribution of wealth in the United States is 

morally wrong. 
 

c. Factual claims only tell us how things are in the world, but ethical 
claims tell us what we ought to do. 

 
D. Triviality 

While Ethics provides the standard for all action, usually Ethics as a 
subject matter is concerned with non-trivial matters.  Example: jay-
walking.  
 ASK CLASS: Trival and non-trivial  

 
E. Involves a critical investigation and questioning into what we call “right” 

and “wrong.” 
1. What is an ethical theory motivated by? 
2. Involves a consideration of a plurality of views over a plurality of 

topics 
a. For/Against/Unsure/Doesn’t Matter, Can’t Know 
b. War, Abortion, Murder, Stealing, Lying, Sacrifice, et cetera. 
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3. Often requires a temporary suspension of our previous views to see the 
consequences of others.  Do not be blinded by your initial belief. 

 
F. Grounded in reason and common human experience. 

1. Usually Ethics is concerned with experience that we all at least 
potentially can have, not experience of aliens. 

a. E.g. philosopher’s stone 
2. Use of reason to construct or discover reasons for an ethical view. 

 
G. Ethics distinct from: 

1. Legal Law 
a. Medium Coincidence 
b. Not all laws are moral (trivial – zoning laws).   
c. Some aspects of morality are not covered by law (telling the truth). 

 
2. Religion 

a. Heavy Coincidence 
b. Foundation in Divine will/command. 

i. Instead of being grounded on empirical tests or the use of 
reason, Religion often requires us to make leaps of faith. 

ii. Some have to do with invoking the Divine Command or 
Religious Authority (Ten Commandments) or what God wants 
us to do. 

c. Religion is often hostile to the philosophical tradition (believe in 
their authority, don’t appeal to critical reason). 

d. Some places where there is no overlap (Go to church on Sunday, 
trivial for Ethics, important for Catholics, a sin).   

 
3. Scientific Facts 

a. Virtually No Coincidence 
b. Ethics deals with the ideal we should attain – not usually subject to 

empirical verification. 
c. Facts usually deal with the matter in front of us, they describe the 

world – subject to empirical tests and verification.  Ethics talk about 
ideals or actions we should adhere to. 

d. Usually mirrored by the distinction between Descriptive and 
Normative Claims 

 
II. Types of Metaethical Theories: 

A. Two Questions of Ethics 
1. Are ethical statements capable of being thought about, or are these 

statements reducible to pure emotion? 
a. Yes: Cognitive Theory of Ethics 
b. No: Non-cognitive Theory of Ethics 

2. Are ethical laws relative to a particular individual or culture or do they 
apply to all ethical agents universally? 
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a. Relative Theories 
b. Universal Theories 

 
NONCOGNITIVE COGNITIVE 
Emotivism Relativist Theories 

Ethical Subjectivism 
Cultural Relativism 

Universalist Theories 
Ethical Egoism Deontology 
Natural Law Ethics Virtue Ethics 
Utilitarianism Rights Ethics 

 
B. Emotivism 

1. Emotivism is a product of positivism.  Positivism was a theory of 
meaning that said something only has meaning if it is reducible to 
something directly observable. 

2. Example: “John is a bad person” is a meaningless statement unless 
“bad” is interpreted as “produces an unpleasant physical response in 
me.” 

3. E.g. Lying 
4. Reduces all issues of morality to observable individual reaction. 

 
C. Relativism and Subjectivism 

1. Ethical Subjectivism (ES) 
a. ES maintains that moral right and wrong is relative to the individual 

person and that moral truth is a matter of opinion or feeling. 
b. Example 1: Cheating on your wife is wrong if you (the cheater) feel 

or think that it is wrong. 
c. Example 2: “John is a bad person” means “John is a bad person 

from my individual perspective.” 
d. Reduces all issues of morality to individual experience. 
 

2. Cultural Relativism (CR) 
a. CR maintains that moral right and wrong is relative to a particular 

society or culture. 
b. Example 1: Cultural that buries their elderly.  O.k. because the 

cultural rules vindicate it.  All of our morality emanates from 
cultural rules.  

c. Example 2: “John is a bad person” means “John is a bad person 
from the perspective of this culture.” 

d. Reduces all issues of morality to cultural or sociological opinion. 
 

D. Universalism: 
 
1. Ethical Egoism – Ego-based Ethics 

a. Egoism maintains that the objective standard of morality is the 
following of one’s own self-interest (70).  It is wrong to do what is 
not in your own self-interest.   

b. E.g. Stealing food 
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c. E.g. Murder 
d. Rejects our common moral sense that we ought to balance our own 

interest with that of others. 
e. Interest can commingle with others. 
f. Reduction: SELF-INTEREST 
 
g. Argument #1: Against Altruism 

i. We are intimately familiar with our own individual wants and 
needs and know the individual wants and desires of others 
imperfectly. 

ii. We ought not to be altruistic because this is an invasion upon 
people’s freedom to decide their own lives and accomplish their 
own goals.  If we are charitable, we are interfering in the natural 
process of one individual learning how to actualize his/her goals.  

iii. Therefore, making people the object of our charity robs them of 
their self-respect and self-worth.  They become self-reliant and 
passively accept everything we do because it is easier. 

 
2. Natural Law Ethics (NLE) 

a. NLE contends that human reason alone can discover morality, and 
that moral law is grounded in human nature. 

b. Example 1: 
c. Example 2: 

 
3. Utilitarianism (ULT) – Consequence-based ethics 

a. ULT contends that what is good is that which increases the greatest 
amount of pleasure/happiness for the greatest number. 

b. The good is based upon the consequences of our actions. 
c. Cannot put your own happiness over another’s 
d. E.g. Stealing food  
e. E.g.:  The Hobo Transplant Case 
f. Example 2: “John’s action is immoral” means “John did not 

maximize the happiness of all individuals that should be 
considered.” 

g. Reduces all moral issues to a calculation of what action increases 
pleasure/happiness. 

 
4. Deontology (D) – Duty-based ethics  

a. D contends that we have certain objective, fundamental duties to 
each other, and that these duties supercede their consequences. 

b. Example 1: Categorical Imperative 
Act only on that maxim by which you can at the same time 
will that it should be a universal law. 

 
c. Example 2: Never lie, if you lie, you permit others to. 
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d. Reduces all moral issues to a determination of whether or not 
something is in accordance with the moral law. 

 
5. Virtue Ethics (VE) – Virtue-based ethics  

a. VE contends that we should strive to be the best person we can be 
for ourselves and others.  VE doesn’t strictly maintain to telling us 
what we should or have to do, no rigid duties or calculus of 
consequences, but general ideal characteristics that we should 
adhere to as practical guides. 

b. Golden Mean 
c. Example 1: Not Foolhardiness, not Cowardice, but Courage or 

Bravery 
d. E.g. Not  

Miserliness/Stinginess  -----  Generosity ------ Extravagance  
e. List of virtues: 
 

Benevolence Fairness Patience 
Civility Friendliness Prudence 
Compassion Generosity Reasonableness  
Conscientiousness Honesty Self-discipline 
Cooperation Industriousness Self-reliance 
Courage Justice Tactfulness 
Courteousness Loyalty Thoughtfulness 
Dependability Moderation Tolerance 

 
f. Reduces all moral issues to the maximization of a person’s personal 

achievement. 
 

III. Life of a Philosophical Ethicist: 
A. Autonomy vs. Heteronomy 

1. Autonomy (Self-Law/Ruling) 
2. Heteronomy (Other-Law/Ruling) 

B. Socrates’s example of “practicing what you preach” 
C. Self-realization/enlightenment 

 
 

IV. Summary 
A. First Part: What is Ethics? 

 
• Ethics as a normative branch of philosophy that critically investigates good 

action/conduct (dyadic).   
• Not severed from other areas of philosophy, e.g. the conception of a person.   
• Non-trivial matters of action, and distinct from some areas of law, science, 

and religion.   
• We need to employ normative as well as descriptive claims in our evaluations. 
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B. Ethical Theories 
• We have distinguished  

o cognitive,  
o non-cognitive,  
o relative, and  
o universal/absolute 

• We have characterized a number of these views. 
 

V. Questions and Exercises 
1. See Handout 
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