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Introduction 
 
Scotland has long been recognised as providing educational opportunities to its citizens 

that encompass both breadth and depth. The need to educate the whole person, and not 
simply concentrate on immediately obvious practical skills, is also firmly embedded in all 

Scottish educational philosophy. As a result education focuses on the dual objectives of 

providing citizens with practical skills and knowledge related to employment, and broader 
intellectual and social skills which enable them to participate fully in society and lead rich, 

fulfilling lives. It is also recognised that these broader skills are increasingly important as 

societies become more complex and ideologically diverse.  

 
Scottish society today has been influenced by a wide variety of cultures and traditions, 

and it is therefore important that all its citizens are able to develop and express their own 

values and perspectives in a reasoned way. In addition, it is important that they are able 
to discuss and reflect upon perspectives and values which may be different from their 

own. This can only be accomplished through a process of reasoned debate and 

discussion which acknowledges shared human experiences and also the validity of 
alternative views. Developing a reasoned and structured approach to all forms of 

discourse will contribute to this process.  

 

The opportunity for individuals to develop and discuss their own values and perspectives, 
and learn to appreciate alternative values and perspectives, is an important aspect of 

Scottish Primary and Secondary Education. For this reason the process of discussion, 

debate and reflection features in many areas of the curriculum from P1-S4. The Higher 
Philosophy Course provides the opportunity for candidates to continue to develop the 

concepts and skills needed for productive social discourse and offers certificated 

progression in S5 and S6. The Course is also suitable for delivery in Further Education 

colleges and is appropriate for adult students who have an interest in philosophical 
issues. 

 

Candidates who gain a Course award will be in a good position to continue their studies 
of philosophical issues in Further Education colleges or Higher Education Institutions. 

Those who choose to progress to study alternative subjects will also benefit: developing 

critical thinking skills and the ability to reason effectively is an important part of the Higher 
Philosophy Course and these skills are of relevance in all subject areas. This will enable 

candidates to develop as members of society who can express their own opinions and 

values confidently but also appreciate the opinions and values of others.  

 
The Course consists of four mandatory Units. The Critical Thinking in Philosophy Unit 

helps candidates to develop an understanding of good and bad arguments and the skills 

necessary to reason in an effective manner. In the Metaphysics Unit candidates 
investigate a perennial philosophical debate and the different positions adopted in relation 

to that debate. The Epistemology Unit focuses on questions surrounding the nature, 

sources and possibilities of knowledge. Moral Philosophy involves the study of issues and 
positions concerning moral judgements and their nature.  
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Statement of Standards  
 

Moral Philosophy (Higher)  
 
There are two Sections in this Unit and candidates must study all content in both 

sections.  
 

Section 1:  

 
In this section of the Unit candidates investigate two specific normative moral theories 

which illustrate both a consequentialist and a deontological approach to moral 

judgements. The specific theories are:  

 
• the consequentialist theory of Utilitarianism as illustrated by the ideas of Jeremy 

Bentham and John Stuart Mill 

• the deontological theory of Immanuel Kant. 
 

Section 2:  

 
In this Section of the Unit candidates are introduced to one specific meta-ethical issue 

concerning the nature of moral judgements. They study the linguistic issue of what a 

person is doing when he/she claims that an action is right or wrong. Candidates focus on 

the question ‘What are we doing when we claim that an action is morally right?’ and 
investigate an emotivist response to this question.  

 

Questions in Unit and Course assessment will sample across the mandatory content of 
both sections. It is therefore of vital importance that candidates are familiar with all 

content in both sections.  

 
Unit: Moral Philosophy (Higher)  
 
Acceptable performance in this Unit will be the satisfactory achievement of the standards 

set out in this part of the Unit Specification. All sections of the statement of standards are 

mandatory and cannot be altered without reference to the Scottish Qualifications 
Authority.  

 

Outcome 1  
 
Demonstrate an understanding of normative moral theories. 
 

Performance Criteria  

 
(a) Describe specific normative moral theories. 

(b) Refer to moral issues as part of these descriptions. 
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Outcome 2  
 

Critically analyse normative moral theories. 

 
Performance Criteria  

 

(a) Explain the reasoning and assumptions on which specific normative theories are 
based  

(b) Explain the implication of these theories when making moral judgements. 

(c) Refer to moral issues as part of this analysis. 

 

Outcome 3  
 
Critically evaluate normative moral theories. 

 

Performance Criteria  
 

(a) Explain the strengths and weaknesses of specific normative moral theories. 

(b) Refer to moral issues as part of this explanation. 

(c) Present a conclusion on the relative merits of specific normative moral theories. 
(d) State reasons in support of this conclusion which are based on aspects already 

discussed. 

 

Outcome 4  
 
Critically evaluate a meta-ethical position concerning the nature of moral judgements.  

 

Performance criteria  
 

(a) Describe the emotivist position concerning the nature of moral judgements. 

(b) Explain the reasoning and assumptions on which this position is based. 

(c) Explain the strengths and weaknesses of this position. 
(d) Use examples of moral statements to illustrate the points made. 

 

Please refer to http://www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/NQ_Philosophy_Higher_10012006.pdf for 
the complete arrangements document for Higher Philosophy. 
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1. Teaching Outline 
 

1.1 Time Allocation 
 

Centres vary in the amount of teaching time available to deliver the course.  It is 
recommended that teachers/lecturers begin by allocating roughly equal time to each 

topic within the notionally allocated hours for the unit, and then adjust these times 

depending on how the first year of delivery goes.  Additional time should also be set aside 

for formal assessment procedures.  Assuming the recommended 40 hours are available 
this should be allocated as follows: 

 

Section 1: Normative Ethics 
Utilitarianism     12 hours 

Kantianism    12 hours 

 

Section 2: Meta-ethics 
Emotivism    12 hours 

 

Assessment/Reassessment  4 hours 
 

Total      40 hours 

 
It is also recommended that teachers/lecturers deliver the topics in the order in which they 

appear on the specification: Utilitarianism followed by Kant and then Emotivism.  This is 

not a mandatory prescription but experience of the previous Higher course has shown 

that students new to the subject normally understand Utilitarianism quite readily.  Once 
this has been covered it makes sense to then cover Kant.  This is because Kant is the 

traditional opponent of Utilitarianism and useful contrasts can be developed with the 

previous theory.  Furthermore, because students normally regard Kant as more complex, 
they are arguably better off if they get to grips with the terminology of ethics by starting 

with the ‘easier’ of the two theories.   

 
Meta-ethics involves discussing second-order questions about normative ethical theories, 

and therefore is probably best covered at the end of the unit when students have some 

understanding of the nature of normative ethics.  It should be made very clear to students 

that meta-ethical theories seek to answer questions of a different type from those that 
normative theories seek to answer and comparisons cannot therefore be usefully drawn 

between meta-ethical theories and normative theories. 
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1.2 Delivery Outline 
 

There are many possible ways to divide up the material and approach the different 

theories.  This will depend to a large extent on the number and duration of available 
timeslots.  One sequence of delivery might be the outline given below: 

 

Section 1: Normative Ethics 
 

Introduction 

• What is Normative Ethics? 

• The Difference between Deontology and Consequentialism 
 

Utilitarianism 

• What is Utilitarianism?: Historical Context. 
• The Greatest Happiness Principle; The Consequentialist Principle; The Hedonistic 

Principle; The Equity Principle. 

• The Hedonistic Calculus; Higher and Lower Pleasures; Competent Judges. 

• The difference between ‘Act’ and ‘Rule’ Utilitarianism. 
• Comments and Criticisms of Utilitarianism: Quantifying Happiness; Bad Pleasures; 

Predictable v Actual Consequences; Short-term v Long-term Consequences; Local v 

Global Consequences; Justice and Rights; Special Obligations; Potential of imposing 
unrealistically high moral demands. 

 

Kantianism 
• What is Kantianism?: Historical Context. 

• The Sovereignty of Reason; The Good Will; Duty v Inclination. 

• Maxims; Hypothetical v Categorical Imperatives. 

• The Categorical Imperative: The Universal Law Formulation; The End in Itself 
Formulation; The Kingdom of Ends Formulation; Reconciling the Different 

Formulations; Contradiction in Conception; Contradiction in the Will. 

• Comments and Criticisms of Kantianism: The Problem with Motives; The Problem 
with Maxims; The Problem with Duties; Misguided Perceptions of Duty; Ignores Other 

Good Motives. 

 

Section 2: Meta-Ethics  
 

• What is Meta-Ethics?: Division of the Subject. 

 
Emotivism 

• What is Emotivism? 

• Do Moral Judgements State Facts?: Fact/Value Distinction; Hume’s Law; The 
Naturalistic Fallacy. 

• Are Moral Judgements Capable of being True or False?: Ayer and Verificationism; 

The Verification Principle and Value Statements. 

• Moral Judgements as Expressions of Emotion: Stevenson and Emotive Meaning; The 
Role of Moral Discourse. 

• Comments and Criticisms of Emotivism: Is Emotivism Incompatible with Common 

Views of Morality?; Judging Competing Moral Claims. 
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2. Learning and Teaching Approaches  
 

There is an extensive list of learning and teaching approaches in the Course Specification 
and further guidance in the Unit Specification.  Please refer to these documents before 

planning your classes.   

 
As with all subjects, philosophy benefits from a range of pedagogical approaches.  

Lectures or teacher-led exposition is invaluable for introducing difficult concepts or filling 

in historical background in philosophy.  However, the discursive aspect of this academic 
discipline is best developed with group activities: a selection of which are included in this 

pack.  Teachers/lecturers should also emphasise the key skills in group discussion and 

make sure that they are fruitful activities rather than directionless arguments.  Students 

should be made aware that during group activities they should: listen to what others have 
to say; articulate their own thoughts as clearly as possible; give others an opportunity to 

respond; make explicit which others in their group they agree or disagree with; identify the 

underlying reason for any disagreement. 
 

Reading, writing and comprehension skills are also of paramount importance and a 

selection of set chapters with questions have been provided to train students into getting 

the most from secondary sources.  These are best used as individual activities.  Although 
students should be encouraged to give succinct but informative responses to these 

questions they should equally be steered away from one word answers and lazy or poor 

presentation.  
 

Finally, like any other discipline, philosophy has a technical vocabulary, and students 

should be urged from the outset to take a note of new terms and phrases and make full 
use of philosophical dictionaries and encyclopaedias to expand their vocabulary. 

 

3. Guide to Resources 
 

3.1 Books  
 

Primary Texts 
 

These are probably too long and complex to give unedited to students at this level, but 

are useful references for teachers/lecturers. 
 

• Mill, J.S. (1991) Utilitarianism. In On Liberty and Other Essays. OUP. 

 

• Kant, I. (1953) Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. Translated by H.J. Paton 
and published as The Moral Law. Hutchison.  

 

• Ayer, A.J. (1971) Language, Truth and Logic. Pelican. Or any other edition. 
 

If you want to expose students to short selected passages, the following anthologies 

identify the most accessible and useful parts of every major text in philosophy. 
 

• Cottingham, J. (1996) Western Philosophy: An Anthology. Blackwell. 

 

• Warburton, N. (1999) Philosophy: Basic Readings. Routledge. 
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Secondary Texts 
 

• Flew, A. (1984) A Dictionary of Philosophy. Pan. Or any other philosophical dictionary 

by any publisher.   

 
• Gensler, H. (1998) Ethics: A Contemporary Introduction. Routledge. Especially 

chapters 4, 5, 6 and 10. 

 
• Hamilton, C. (2003) Understanding Philosophy for AS Level. Nelson Thornes. Highly 

recommended. 

 

• Morton, A. (1996) Philosophy in Practice. Blackwell. Chapters 7 and 8. 
 

• Nagel, T. (2004) What Does it all Mean? OUP. Chapter 7. 

 
• Popkin, R & Stroll, A. (1996) Philosophy.  Butterworth-Heinemann. Section on Ethics.   

 

• Raphael, D.D. (1985) Moral Philosophy. OUP. 
 

• Roberts, F. (2003) The Philosophy Workbook. Edinburgh University Press. 

 

• Singer, P. (1997) A Companion to Ethics.  Blackwell. 
 

• Solomon, R. (1997) Introducing Philosophy. Harcourt Brace. Chapter 9. 

 
• Thomson, M. (1999) Ethical Theory. Hodder and Stoughton. 

 

• Warburton, N. (1992) Philosophy: The Basics. Routledge. Chapter 2 is a very concise 
and clear run through of Kant, Utilitarianism and Emotivism. 

 

• Warburton, N. (2001) Philosophy: The Classics.  2nd Ed.  Routledge. Chapters 14, 

16, 17 and 21 correspond to reading exercises provided later in this pack. 
 

3.2 Journals 
 
Philosophy Now 

 

A really excellent philosophy magazine which is pitched at just the right level.  Usually 
has at least one article of relevance to the Higher course in every issue.  Well worth 

subscribing to.  Visit their website at philosophynow.org to subscribe or read online 

articles (there is a charge for doing this).  Back issues can be ordered on an inexpensive 
CD-ROM. 

 

Dialogue 

 
This journal is primarily aimed more at RMPS classes than philosophy classes but 

frequently has excellent articles on ethical issues.  Visit their website at dialogue.org.uk to 

examine the contents of back issues before buying.   
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3.3 Videos 
 

The Examined Life 
 

A series of 24 philosophy videos which can be purchased for approximately £130 for the 

whole set.  (Available from RITE, 26 Lower Chapel Court, South Horrington, Wells, 

Somerset, BA5 3DF.) Each video is 30 minutes long and as many as five of the 24 
episodes are extremely useful for this moral philosophy unit.  The rest of the episodes 

also relate directly to debates in the other units in the philosophy course so it is well worth 

buying the complete set.  Each episode examines a different philosophical problem and 
contains interviews with real philosophers and enactments of famous historical events 

and hypothetical problems.  As with any video, students will get the most out of them if 

you prepare some listening and observation questions in advance.  Examples of 

accompanying questions are provided in the student support section of this pack.  The 
episodes of most use to this unit are:   

 

• Video 1. What is Philosophy? A good general introduction to the subject, if the 
moral philosophy unit is the students’ first encounter with philosophy. 

 

• Video 18. Is Morality Relative? Discusses whether all morality is culturally 
determined, or whether there are some moral values that are valid for all with 

reference to the issue of child labour.  Very useful for the meta-ethics part of the unit 

where Emotivism is discussed. 

 
• Video 19. Does the End Justify the Means? Examines the classical theory of 

Utilitarianism including Bentham and Mill. 

 
• Video 20. Can Rules Define Morality? Explores the classical theory of Kantianism 

and applies it to a number of moral dilemmas. 

 
• Video 22. Moral Dilemmas ... Can Ethics Help? Examines how appropriately 

Utilitarianism and Kantianism deal with genuine ethical problems – in this case a real 

family must address the problem of premature birth and the medical and moral issues 

it raises.  
 

 

3.4 Websites 
 

Faithnet.org.uk 

 
An incredibly comprehensive and well organised website aimed as AS level Philosophy 

and Religious studies.  A wealth of online material can be freely browsed including 

articles, lessons, quizzes and more, which are of relevance to some units of the Higher.  
For complete access and the ability to print off pdf versions of all the handouts there is a 

monthly subscription fee. 

 

Philosophypages.com 
 

This is an excellent philosophy resource containing a philosophical dictionary, 

biographies of famous philosophers and outlines of their main views.  It is also completely 
free. 
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Utilitarianism.com 
 

This is a site containing a vast number of links to a variety of sites concerning 

Utilitarianism.  It also includes access to online versions of Mill’s original texts. 

 
The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy 

 

This dedicated philosophical encyclopaedia contains a very comprehensive collection of 
definitions, theories and biographies.  In Britain it is hosted by Leeds University at: 

www.seop.leeds.ac.uk/contents.html 

 

Wikipedia.org 
 

An online searchable encyclopaedia containing a number of illuminating articles on Kant, 

Mill, the Categorical Imperative, Consequentialism, Deontology, Emotivism etc.  This site 
does come with a health warning however as its pages are edited by ordinary members 

of the public so it is worth cross-referencing some of its facts. 

 
3.5 Study and Revision guides 
 
SQA Higher and Intermediate 2 Support Notes 

 

These activities and support notes were commissioned by the Higher Still Development 

Unit in 1999 and 2000.  They were written for the old Higher framework but all of the 
moral philosophy material is still relevant for use in this new revised unit.  They are 

currently archived at the Learning and Teaching Scotland Website at: 

www.ltscotland.org.uk  When you get to the opening page, type ‘Philosophy’ in the search 
engine in the top, right-hand corner of the page.  The materials are freely downloadable 

from the LTS website. 

 
http://www.ltscotland.org.uk/nq/resources/nq_library/subjectsearch.asp?bSubmit=1&strSe

archNode=National+Qualifications%5C%7CSocial+Sciences+%28NQ+category%29%5C

%7CPhilosophy+%28NQ+subject%29%5C%7CPhilosophy+%2D+Higher%5C%7CMoral

+Philosophy+Higher+Unit 
 

Bigquestions.co.uk 

 
A site containing specially commissioned materials for the Scottish curriculum.  It includes 

freely downloadable support notes and activities for Kant and Utilitarianism as well as a 

wealth of RMPS materials.  These notes are aimed at the old Philosophy Higher 

framework but are still very useful. 
 

Sparknotes.com 

 
The philosophy section of this site contains summarised outlines of virtually every major 

philosophical text including Kant’s Groundwork Concerning the Metaphysics of Morals 

(here referred to as Kant’s ‘Grounding’) and Utilitarianism by John Stuart Mill.  Includes 
activities and answers for each text.  You pay to download desktop published pdf 

versions of each outline but can read them online for free.  Possibly of most use to more 

advanced candidates or teachers/lecturers.    
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1. Student Handouts 
 

Three handouts are provided below which address all performance criteria for the two 

sections of this unit.  The first two handouts address the normative ethical theories of 
Utilitarianism and Kantianism while the third addresses the meta-ethical theory of 

Emotivism.  It is at the teacher/lecturer’s discretion when and how these notes are 

distributed.  Some may wish to provide students with all resources as early as possible 
and others may wish to ‘drip feed’ them once the key issues have been outlined 

thoroughly by lecture and class discussion.   

 

These handouts are intended to be as thorough as possible, and do address all 
mandatory content, but students should be encouraged, through class activities and 

personal reading, to go beyond them and seek out their own examples and criticisms of 

the theories.  This will not only improve their understanding but also allow them to 
rehearse their philosophical skills and individualise their exam answers. 

 

Key thinkers, concepts and terminology have been printed in bold throughout.  Students 
should be encouraged to take special note of these terms and investigate them further 

with the use of philosophical dictionaries or online encyclopaedias (see the websites and 

online resources section in the tutor support section of this support pack).  A useful 

ongoing activity might be to encourage students to build their own philosophical glossary 
as the course unfolds although a rudimentary glossary of terms used in this pack is 

provided below. 
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What is Normative Ethics? 
 
The study of ethics in philosophy is traditionally subdivided into two distinct areas known 

as normative ethics and meta-ethics.  Section 1 of this unit deals with normative ethics 

while section 2 of this unit looks at meta-ethics.   
 

Normative ethics is the study of first order moral theories which attempt to distinguish 

right actions from wrong actions.  Normative moral theories usually have a practical 

application in real life situations and commend some sorts of action and condemn others.  
For example, some theories might approve of giving money to charity or condemn 

slavery. 

 
However, normative theories usually do more than simply list which actions are right and 

which actions are wrong.  They also have an underlying view of why particular actions 

should be deemed right or wrong.  In other words, they all attempt to answer the 

question: ‘What is it that makes an action right or wrong?’  Sometimes normative 
theorists provide criteria for deciding what to do or they sketch a framework or 

methodology, which requires interpretation and application by other philosophers.  

 
Section one looks at two particular normative theories known as Utilitarianism and 

Kantianism.  

 
 

Utilitarianism 
 

1. Where does Utilitarianism come from? 

 
The theory of Utilitarianism has many intellectual precursors dating back to the 

early Greek philosophers, and elements of the theory can be identified in the work 

of the 18th century Scottish philosopher Francis Hutcheson (1694-1796).  
However, it is most famously associated with the English philosophers Jeremy 

Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873).  Despite the fact that 

Utilitarianism reached its peak in the 19th century it still has followers today who 

have developed more sophisticated versions of the theory.   
 

Jeremy Bentham was a political radical and social reformer whose most famous 

work is his multi-volume Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation 
(1789).  Bentham spent his life outlining the implications of Utilitarianism for a 

variety of social and political institutions.  He was also something of an eccentric 

who requested that his body be stuffed after his death as a monument; to this day 
it is kept at University College London where it is occasionally wheeled out to 

attend lectures and special dinners. 

 

John Stuart Mill was the son of the intellectual James Mill (1773-1836), himself 
an advocate of Utilitarianism and a friend of Jeremy Bentham.  John Stuart Mill 

was ‘hot-housed’ with an intensive childhood education prescribed by his father, 

which led to his completing the reading for a demanding classics degree by the 
age of 10, and by the age of 12 he could read Aristotle in the original Greek.  John 

Stuart Mill went on to become an MP and a prolific and influential philosopher 

whose works include On Liberty (1859) and Utilitarianism (1861) among many 

others.  
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As a normative theory, Utilitarianism is not a theory about what moral terms mean 
but is a theory which offers a test which we can use to decide whether an action is 

right or not.  Utilitarianism is primarily concerned with providing a mechanism for 

deciding what to do in given situations.  Deeper questions like ‘what do terms like 

good and bad refer to?’ and ‘Is morality objective or subjective?’ are tackled by 
meta-ethics, which is covered in another section of the support notes. 

 

 
2. The Greatest Happiness Principle 

 

The basis of Utilitarianism is what is known as the Greatest Happiness Principle 

(sometimes abbreviated as GHP).  Mill’s version is:  
 

Utility, or the Greatest Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in 

proportion as they tend to promote happiness and wrong as they tend to produce 
the reverse of happiness. 

 

In other words the more happiness and the less unhappiness an action produces 
the more morally praiseworthy it will be.  Moreover, the more people we can make 

happy the better.   

 

However, this seemingly simple formula for identifying right actions needs some 
unpacking.  If we analyse this principle carefully we could say that it is in fact 

composed of three component principles.  What the GHP is saying is that the only 

thing that matters is the consequences of action, the only consequence that 
matters is happiness or unhappiness, and the happiness of any one person 

doesn’t count for more than the happiness of anyone else.  These three 

component principles are sometimes referred to as the consequentialist 
principle, the hedonic principle and the equity principle.   

 

Let’s analyse these three principles in more detail. 

 
3. The Consequentialist Principle 

 

Utilitarianism is distinguished from Kantianism by the fact that Utilitarianism is a 
consequentialist theory while Kantianism is a deontological one.  A 

consequentialist theory, also known as a teleological theory, is one that claims 

that the moral rightness of an action is determined by the consequences that the 

act produces rather than basing it on the notion of duty, as deontological theorists 
would contend.   

 

As Mill puts it, ‘All action is for the sake of some end and rules of action take their 
whole character from the ends to which they are subservient.’  For example, if 

someone with diabetes collapses and I save their life by giving them a sweet 

drink, then that action might be deemed the right one.  If however I had killed them 
by giving them the sweet drink, when what they really needed insulin, the act 

would be deemed the wrong one.  So by looking at consequences we are able to 

differentiate between different alternative courses of action in situations where we 

are faced with a choice.  One of the main strengths of Utilitarianism is that it can 
help us resolve moral dilemmas where we must make a choice between 

competing options.   
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The reason Mill is a consequentialist is in part due to his empiricist outlook.  
Empiricists believe all our knowledge is derived from experience, a posteriori, 

and this must apply to moral knowledge as well as scientific knowledge.  Mill 

therefore believes that we cannot know in advance, or a priori, whether an act will 

be right or wrong.  We need to wait and see what the consequences will be. 
That’s not to say that we can’t predict the consequences, but prediction is based 

on past experience.  If we could know which acts were right and wrong without 

recourse to experience then this would be a category of knowledge that didn’t 
depend on sense experience, and for empiricists no such category exists.  For 

them, there is no innate knowledge within us that is present from birth. 

 

4. The Hedonic Principle 
 

Hedonism is the view that pleasure or happiness is the only thing worth valuing.  

People who live hedonistic lifestyles are often characterised as those who spend 
all their time eating, drinking and partying and indulging every possible pleasure.  

Philosophers usually use the term ‘Hedonism’ in a broader sense however, 

recognising that pleasures need not consist solely of bodily pleasures but could 
also include intellectual and aesthetic pleasures too, like reading a book or 

appreciating a fine painting.  What the greatest happiness principle suggests is 

that the only consequence of any value is pleasure or happiness of some sort.  

 
However, some moral choices don’t involve getting any happiness at all.  For 

example, if you were dying of leukaemia and were in intense pain, should you end 

your own life or should you die an agonising death?  Neither of these options 
appears to generate any happiness but on these occasions Mill would say that we 

should minimise pain.  Jeremy Bentham famously stated, ‘… nature has placed 

mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure’.  
These he believed were the twin motivators and goals of all human action.   

 

Although it might seem psychologically accurate to claim that humans strive for 

happiness and the avoidance of pain, the appeal to pleasure or happiness in this 
theory is in fact very philosophically problematic and requires further analysis.  

Firstly, not all pleasures seem the same: drinking tea is a very different pleasure 

from seeing a movie, so how can you chose between them by measuring which is 
‘greater’?  Secondly, not all these pleasures seem to be particularly morally 

praiseworthy ends to our action: am I acting morally when I stuff myself with cake 

or sleep around, even if I get lots of pleasure from it and no-one is harmed?  We 

therefore need some means of distinguishing different types of pleasure from one 
another and ascertaining their relative values.  Bentham and Mill suggested subtly 

different approaches for doing this.  

 
a. Bentham’s Hedonic Calculus 

 

Bentham devised a quasi-scientific algorithm by which different pleasures, 
and hence actions, could be compared with one another.  It is known as 

the hedonic calculus or the felicific calculus.  This consists of a list of 

seven criteria or ‘dimensions’ by which competing pleasures should be 

rated.  The seven criteria are: 
 

• Intensity:  How intense will the pleasure be? 

• Duration: How long will the pleasure last? 
• Certainty: How likely is the pleasure to happen? 
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• Propinquity: How immediate or remote is the pleasure? 
• Fecundity:  How likely is it to be followed by similar pleasures? (In 

other words, how commonly is it experienced?) 

• Purity: How likely is it to be followed by pain?  

• Extent: How many people will experience the pleasure? 
 

What Bentham is recommending is that the different consequences of 

competing actions should be evaluated by these criteria, and then these 
considerations should be brought to bear on real situations.  Say you were 

faced with a choice between going to see a league football match and 

going to visit your Grandparents: the football game may bring you intense 

pleasure but the duration of the pleasure may not be very long.  However, 
it may not be certain that your team will win at all and the purity of the 

pleasure may be in question if you have to face the pain of defeat or the 

pain of a long walk home.  The propinquity of the pleasure may be fairly 
immediate but a consideration of the fecundity would suggest that you 

could have a similar pleasure another time.  The number of people who will 

gain pleasure from your attendance is difficult to measure – if you meet 
your friends there will be a multiplier effect and the price of your admission 

will contribute in a small way to the happiness of the club owners whose 

financial stability is slightly enhanced. 

 
On the other hand, what would happen if you visited your Grandparents?  

Well, the duration of the pleasure would be the same and the intensity for 

them could be quite high.  The likelihood of the pleasure is also more 
certain than at the football match and the pleasure is far from remote or 

difficult to achieve.  If your Grandparents rarely see you then this would 

make it a rare pleasure of greater value and it is an experience unlikely to 
be followed by pain.  Finally, we must multiply all of these scores by the 

number of people who are likely to experience them, in this case up to 3.  

A hedonic calculation would therefore, in all likelihood, recommend that 

you visit your grandparents rather than go to the football. 
 

The beauty of Bentham’s system is that any potential pleasure or pain can 

be rated on the same scale.  However there are seven independent scales 
making the calculation process impossible.  How should we rate the 

pleasures and how should we add the scores?  Moreover, Bentham 

doesn’t discriminate between different pleasures in any way – in principle 

the action of eating six cakes might come out better than reading one 
book.  As Bentham famously said, as long as the quantity of pleasure is 

the same, ‘pushpin is as good as poetry’ (pushpin is a pub game like 

shove-ha’penny).  However, some people would argue that a quantitative 
distinction between pleasures is insufficient as some pleasures are 

qualitatively different from one another.  The amount of pleasure you get 

is less important than the quality of than pleasure.  Perhaps poetry really is 
a pleasure of a higher order than playing an 18th century pub game.  This 

is the line taken by Mill, who adopts a different mechanism of ranking 

pleasures.  
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b. Mill’s Higher and Lower Pleasures 
 

Mill suggests that we must be clearer about how we define the word 

‘pleasure’.  Pleasure cannot only include the sensual pleasures of the body 

but also the intellectual pleasures of the mind.  Mill ranks the latter above 
the former to give an arguably more sophisticated account of pleasure than 

that of Bentham.   

 
The lower pleasures are those pleasures we share with the animals such 

as the pleasures of eating, drinking and sex. The higher pleasures are 

those of the cultivated mind such as the joys of literature, music and the 

arts.  Only humans can enjoy these pleasures and they are therefore 
distinctive of our special status as rational beings. 

 

Mill encapsulates his approach with the quote, ‘It is better to be a human 
being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied 

than a fool satisfied.’  So according to Mill, when faced with a choice 

between two pleasures one should assess them not in the purely 
quantitative way recommended by Bentham but in a qualitative way.  

Should you eat a bar of chocolate or read a Shakespeare play?  Mill would 

recommend we read Shakespeare.   

 
c. Competent Judges 

 

On what grounds does Mill justify this championing of the higher 
pleasures?  Mill argues that if we were to ask those people who had 

experienced both sorts of pleasure we would always find that such a 

person would prefer the higher ones.  He says, ‘Few human creatures 
would consent to be changed into any of the lower animals, for a promise 

of the fullest allowance of a beast’s pleasures.’  He calls such people 

competent judges.  Such people would never want to sacrifice their 

higher pleasures for a life of lower ones, even if they occasionally resort to 
base pleasures. 

 

An obvious objection to this is that there are clearly people who have 
experienced both sorts of pleasure but who eventually sink into a life of 

idleness and sensual indulgence.  In response to this, Mill argues that the 

‘capacity for the nobler feelings is in most natures a very tender plant, 

easily killed, not only by hostile influences, but by mere want of 
sustenance’.  He later adds, ‘Men … addict themselves to inferior 

pleasures, not because they deliberately prefer them, but because they are 

either the only ones to which they have access or the only ones which they 
are any longer capable of enjoying.’  So higher pleasures take effort and 

require sustained engagement but once we have sampled them, we will 

always prefer them, even if we don’t always make the right choices. 
 

5. The Equity Principle 

 

This aspect of the greatest happiness principle emphasises that everyone’s 
happiness counts equally in our deliberations.  If we based our criterion on the 

form of hedonism that is concerned only with one’s own pleasure and pain, we 

would be left with different consequentialist normative theory known as ethical 
egoism, the view that we should pursue our own self-interests. 
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However, once we add the principle of equity we arrive at the greatest happiness 
principle:  that we should perform those acts which generate the greatest amount 

of happiness for the greatest number of people.  This adds a more altruistic 

dimension to Utilitarianism in that it can now account for actions which help others 

rather than ourselves. 
 

It is important however not to be misled by this articulation of the greatest 

happiness principle and be aware of its implications for individuals and society as 
a whole.  Firstly, the difference between Utilitarianism and egoism means that 

following the Utilitarian path will not always guarantee your own happiness.  The 

notion of equity implies that there might be occasions when I will be obliged to 

perform actions which don’t benefit me as an individual at all.  For example, if you 
were the only millionaire in a town and you lived as a recluse, you might be 

obliged to pay a greater percentage of your income in tax than everyone else in 

the town to pay for services that you personally never use.   
 

Secondly, maximising the total benefit is not the same as maximising the number 

of people who benefit: it may not always be a ‘great number’ of people who are 
made happy by an act.  Both Bentham and Mill believed in trying to achieve the 

greatest aggregate happiness and this aggregate can be achieved a number of 

ways.  For example, either the majority could all receive a little happiness or a 

small number could be made extremely happy.  So long as the aggregate 
happiness is maximised, there is nothing wrong with minority interests being 

served on certain occasions.  For example, if we had one million pounds to give 

away as a lottery prize, it would probably generate greater aggregate happiness to 
give one hundred people ten thousand pounds each than to give one million 

people one pound each. 

 
6. ‘Act’ and ‘Rule’ Utilitarianism 

 

As the theory of Utilitarianism was developed and refined over the years, there 

emerged two distinct branches of Utilitarianism.  These are known as Act 
Utilitarianism and Rule Utilitarianism.   

 

Act Utilitarianism is arguably the more primitive of the two since it takes literally 
the requirement that we examine the consequences of each possible course of 

action in any situation when making our moral deliberations.  For example, 

imagine you found a wallet on a bus which contained money - should you hand 

the wallet in to the police?  An Act Utilitarian would say it depends on other 
aspects of the individual situation.  If the wallet belonged to a millionaire who 

wouldn’t miss the money and you were an unemployed single parent who needed 

to pay for a life saving operation for your child, then greater happiness might result 
if you kept it.  However, if the wallet were lost by a single parent and found by a 

millionaire, then the recommended action may be different. 

 
Rule Utilitarianism, on the other hand, doesn’t believe assessing individual 

situations is appropriate, or even possible.  Instead Rule Utilitarians believe that 

we should stick to general rules of conduct such as ‘Don’t lie’ or ‘Always keep your 

promises’ because these rules in turn tend to produce good consequences 
overall.   
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So, to return to the earlier example, if you were an unemployed single parent who 
had found a millionaire’s wallet, it doesn’t matter what the details of the particular 

situation are.  You should stick to the rule that tends to promote most happiness 

which, in this case, could be the rule ‘Always return lost property’.  Now, on this 

occasion it probably won’t promote the best possible consequences to hand the 
wallet back.  The Act Utilitarian would say that you and your sick child’s 

happiness far outweigh the fleeting gratitude of the millionaire who receives his 

lost wallet back.  However, by sticking to the rule we promote the observance of a 
practice which benefits society overall.  If there were not a generally accepted 

practice of handing back lost property then this would generate far more pain for 

society as a whole.  Therefore, we ought to promote this sort of behaviour 

whenever we can, even on particular occasions when it doesn’t generate any 
immediate benefit to us. 

 

To bring out the distinction between these positions more fully, we might 
characterise the Act Utilitarian as someone who always asks ‘What will happen if 

I do this?’ while the Rule Utilitarian is perhaps seeing the bigger picture by 

always asking ‘What would happen if there were such a rule?’  Rule Utilitarianism 
is also sometimes characterised as bridging the gap between the purely 

consequentialist concerns of Act Utilitarians and the concern for rules that we find 

in deontological theories. 

 
If we were to adopt a Rule Utilitarian stance, however, how strictly should we stick 

to these rules?  Should I never break a promise even if it would save someone’s 

life?  Should I never go through a red traffic light even when my wife is in labour in 
the back seat and the road is clear?  Some philosophers have responded to this 

issue by taking either a hard or a soft position.  The hard line would be to insist 

that rules are never broken for fear of undermining the practice, which they are 
designed to preserve.  A softer line would involve deviating from fixed rules on 

special occasions – if it would save a life and no one would be adversely affected 

or even find out about the rule breaking.  However, while taking a hard line might 

seem unnecessarily severe it could be argued that if Rule Utilitarianism tolerates 
rule breaking of any sort, only a Utilitarian argument about the facts of the 

individual case could justify setting the rule aside, and so it would dissolve into 

simple Act Utilitarianism where each individual case must be considered on its 
own merits. 
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Comments and Criticisms of Utilitarianism 
 

Utilitarianism is a theory about what distinguishes right actions from wrong actions.  It 

provides a test which we can use to help resolve moral dilemmas.  Evaluating the theory 
will therefore involve applying the theory to different situations and examining the advice it 

throws up.  We might then compare this advice with our own judgements and if it fails to 

match our ordinary decisions then unless we are prepared to revise our own views, it 
arguably fails as a true account of the concepts of right and wrong we actually operate 

with.  

 

1. The Problem with Happiness 
 

There are several difficulties for Utilitarianism which arise from the fact that it is a 

hedonistic theory.   
 

a. Quantifying Happiness 

 
A problem with casting happiness or pleasure as the only appropriate goal 

of our action is that it is very difficult to measure or quantify.  Bentham’s 

calculus makes a valiant attempt to outline a way in which we can compare 

dissimilar pleasures but it could be argued that comparing the pleasure of 
tea-drinking with the pleasure of cinema-going is like comparing apples 

and oranges.  How many units of pleasure will each generate?  Some 

people have argued that different pleasures are so different as to be 
incommensurable.  They simply cannot be rated on a common scale and, 

moreover, even if they could, the 7 variables of Bentham’s scale make 

such quantification extremely complex in principle, since there’s no unique 

way to combine the 7 scores. 
 

Moreover, Mill’s effort to distinguish higher and lower pleasures seems 

equally prone to criticism.  Why should we rate the reading of poetry above 
smelling a rose?  Why are the pleasures of Socrates more sacred than the 

pleasures of Popeye?  In his championing of literature and opera one 

suspects that Mill is actually holding his own pleasures up as ideals, and 
these are the pleasures of a 19th century, middle-class, white male.  Mill 

would of course respond that he is a ‘competent judge’. 

 

They aren’t obviously timeless or culture independent sources of 
happiness and his views seem rather elitist.  Furthermore, if it is so 

obvious that we would prefer them to sensual pleasures why does he then 

describe our capacity to enjoy them as a ‘… very tender plant …’?  If this is 
the case then this suggests that they in fact have a very slender hold on 

our motivations, in stark contrast to the way our lives are dominated by our 

more animalistic urges.   
 

Interestingly, Mill’s own intensive academic education led to his having a 

nervous breakdown before he was 20 years old and one can’t help but 

wonder whether this would have been the case had he been able to strike 
a more ‘human’ balance between his higher pleasures and his lower ones.  
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b. Bad Pleasures 
 

Another problem with pleasure is that it is very clear that not all pleasures 

are obvious moral goods.  In fact many of them could be described as 

vices such as the pleasures of smoking, gorging ourselves with food or 
watching dumb shows on TV.  What about the sadistic prison guards who 

get pleasure out of beating a prisoner?  Is their pleasure worthy of 

inclusion in our hedonic calculus? 
 

In part, this is the sort of problem that Mill’s distinction between higher and 

lower pleasures is intended to avoid.  However, what would a Utilitarian 

say about masochists who, paradoxically, get pleasure from feeling pain?  
Isn’t there something fundamentally wrong with these sorts of pleasures?  

This suggests that not all pleasures are necessarily sources of moral 

value. 
 

2. The Problem with Consequences 

 
A second set of objections relates the consequentialist nature of Utilitarianism.   

 

First it should be noted that Utilitarianism is not the only consequentialist theory of 

ethics: a theory is consequentialist if the test it proposes for distinguishing right 
and wrong is based on some consequence or other of the actions themselves.  

For Utilitarianism, the only relevant consequence is the amount of happiness or 

unhappiness they produce, but for example, one could say that all our actions 
should be directed at securing our place in heaven or, as Aristotle (384-322 

BCE) suggested, achieving ‘human flourishing’ or a perfectly rational life.   

 
However, all consequentialist theories need to deal with the complexities that 

emerge when actually trying to identify the consequences of any act.  They seem 

to assume that that we can predict the consequences of an action with relative 

ease.  However, a number of difficulties arise from this assumption. 
 

a. Predicted v Actual Consequences 

 
One distinction that is worth making with regard to consequences is the 

distinction between the predicted consequences that we expect an 

action to have and the actual consequences that it turns out to have.  

Which should the action be assessed on?  Clearly there can be many 
situations where we have very good reason to expect an action to yield a 

particular result, perhaps because the action has had that result many 

times before, only to find that on certain occasions our expectations are 
confounded by unexpected events. 

 

b. Short-term v Long-term Consequences 
 

Another distinction worth making is that between short-term 

consequences and long-term consequences.  Clearly some actions, 

such as saving a drowning man, can have very beneficial short-term 
consequences but turn out to have harmful long-term consequences, if the 

man goes on to lead a violent and murderous life.  Which is more 

important and on which should our actions be judged?  Utilitarianism 
needs to give us guidance on whether remote consequences are 

necessarily of less importance than immediate ones. 
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Utilitarianism demands that we take account of all consequences 
regardless of how far in the future they stretch, but this is inevitably an 

infinite task.  This means that we need to limit this demand but 

Utilitarianism gives us no advice over where the limit should be placed.   

 
c. Local v Global Consequences 

 

A related distinction is that between local consequences and global 
consequences.  Local consequences are those which pertain to your 

immediate situation or perhaps your immediate society.  For example, the 

local consequence of buying cheap clothing from your supermarket may 

be that the local tailor goes out of business.  Global consequences arise 
when we take a much wider perspective on our actions.  The global 

consequence of expecting cheap clothing from our local supermarket 

might be that child labour and low pay are sustained in a remote country.   
 

It can be extremely difficult to envisage what the global consequences of 

any act may be and there is a further issue over whether we should feel 
obliged to take a global perspective to our most seemingly insignificant 

actions, which is something that environmentalists and anti-globalisation 

protestors have long been pressing for. 

 
3. The Problem with Equity 

 

Utilitarianism is often painted as a democratic theory which ensures that the 
interests of the majority are always preserved.  However it is not obvious whether 

(a) this is in fact what would happen under a Utilitarian framework or (b) whether 

preserving majority interests ought to override every other concern we might have 
anyway.   

 

An example which brings out Utilitarianism’s problems with preserving equity is 

known as the tyranny of the majority.  Because the calculation process always 
involves numbers then if large numbers of people desire the same pleasure this 

could in theory outweigh smaller numbers who may not desire it.  This problem 

becomes worse once Utilitarianism is adopted as a framework for representative 
government.  

 

For example, the election of the ruling political party at Westminster is agreed on 

this democratic basis.  However, this can quickly lead to a very tyrannical situation 
if the same majority constantly gets their way and the same minority are 

constantly overlooked.  In fact, such a situation could potentially lead to the 

majority consistently legislating against minority groups as the Nazis did when the 
came to power in Germany in 1933.  In such a case, we might have policies which 

were justified in Utilitarian terms but still weren’t fair or just.       

 
a. Justice and Rights 

 

Problems like the tyranny of the majority have led to the allegation that 

Utilitarianism rides roughshod over minority interests.  Furthermore, many 
have claimed that Utilitarianism cannot account for deeply held notions like 

justice or rights.   
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For example, some people have suggested that extreme right-wing 
political parties like the BNP (British National Party) should be outlawed as 

their views are said to be racist, inflammatory and dangerous.  However 

even if the majority hold this view do these people not have a right to free 

speech, regardless of their views?  Another example might be that of a 
suspected suicide bomber.  There may be overwhelming public demand 

that such people be shot on sight if other lives are at risk, but would this 

serve the interests of justice?  Notions like rights and justice therefore 
seem to be special concerns that aren’t obviously grounded in 

Utilitarianism, yet ‘trump’ any majority view. 

 

Mill was acutely aware of these difficulties and addresses them in his book 
On Liberty.  In this book he takes the example of freedom of speech, which 

he justifies not as an inalienable human right but instead as a notion that is 

actually supported by Utilitarianism.  Mill says that if we denied minority 
groups their right to free speech, this would make us lazy about having to 

defend our own views, would prevent us from hearing aspects of their 

arguments which may contain elements of the truth and would prevent the 
open discussion which is essential for enlightened social progress.  What 

Mill seems to be saying is that although it might appear that Utilitarianism 

should overlook individual liberties, it is in fact in everyone’s long term 

interest that we protect them.  This is arguably a rule Utilitarian justification 
of justice and rights, although there is much debate over how Mill should 

be interpreted on this issue.  

 
b. Special Obligations 

 

Even if we accept that concepts like justice and right can be defended 
along Utilitarian lines, there are other moral notions that the theory has 

difficulty coping with.  For example, imagine you are stranded at sea on a 

lifeboat with your partner, your child and 10 strangers.  You have a little 

food and drinking water that you have saved.  Should you share it out 
equally to everyone on the boat or should you prioritise the needs of your 

child?  Although Utilitarianism can provide a clear answer of what we ought 

to do, no one would blame you if you didn’t go through with that choice and 
everyone would appreciate that your feelings and obligations are different 

toward your child from what they are toward the others.  The idea that we 

have special obligations or duties towards certain people does not sit 

happily with the egalitarian strand of Utilitarian thought, that we should 
treat everyone as the same.  This suggests therefore that Utilitarianism 

seems to deviate from some of our moral intuitions. 

 
4. Does Utilitarianism Impose Unrealistically High Moral Demands? 

 
Some critics have attacked Utilitarianism for being too demanding.  It asks us to 
take many things into consideration before we act and always to strive for the 

highest possible good.  The first difficulty with this is, as mentioned above, that it 

makes our moral decision subject to an arguably infinite amount of empirical data, 
which must all be collected and evaluated.  Who will be affected by this act?  How 

much pain will they suffer?  Will future humans suffer?  Will animals suffer? Do the 

short-term benefits outweigh the long-term costs?  The list of questions is in 
theory endless. 
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Worse still, once we perform such calculations, we will probably find that we will 
almost always be required to act in a way disadvantageous to ourselves.  There is 

nothing inherently wrong with this of course, but it does make utilitarianism look 

like a very demanding practice.  Should I treat myself to a taxi home or give my 

last £10 to a beggar in the street and walk home?  Clearly Utilitarianism demands 
the latter once we consider that the happiness of the beggar will far outweigh my 

temporary discomfort at walking home.  Should I buy myself a cream cake or 

donate the 20p to the starving in the developing world?  There is no contest: my 
20p might literally save a life.  Should I give my spare kidney to a stranger who will 

die without it?  Of course! 

 

This interpretation of Utilitarianism suggests that not only am I obliged to engage 
in ordinary good deeds like being honest and helping others but I am also obliged 

to undertake supererogatory actions: a concept explored by J.O. Urmson in his 

article Saints and Heroes (1958).  These are actions which go beyond the call of 
duty and would normally be the sorts of action we wouldn’t expect everyone to do 

such as giving up our lives for the greater good or taking exceptional risks.  If this 

interpretation of Utilitarianism is correct, though, we might all be required to be 
saints or heroes.   

 

Others have suggested that this is an unfair criticism of Utilitarianism because in 

reality we do not have to work through this calculation on each and every 
occasion.  Utilitarianism is perhaps best seen not as requiring that all of our 

actions meet the Utilitarian test, but as articulating how morality constrains our 

actions.  The sort of complex information gathering and evaluation involved in 
assessing the consequences of our actions is needed only to identify those things 

which are morally prohibited and those this which are morally obligatory.  Outwith 

these constraints however, all other actions are acceptable, so there is no 
requirement to get vexed every time you have a cup of tea or buy a cake.  

Furthermore, even on occasions when Utilitarianism does recommend that we 

make a particular difficult choice we could still argue that this makes explicit 

Utilitarianisms greatest strength.  Utilitarianism is not a theory that shirks from 
difficult dilemmas but is one which provides a method by which we can arrive at 

reasonably justified decisions even in the most difficult of circumstances. 
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Kantianism 
  

1. Where Does Kantianism Come From? 

 

Kantianism is the normative moral theory which was proposed by the 18th century 
German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804).  Interestingly, Kant had a 

Scottish Grandfather who settled in Prussia.  Kant lived almost his whole life in the 

East Prussian city of Konigsberg (which is now the Russian Federation city of 

Kaliningrad) where he worked as a tutor and then professor.  This was an 
important time in European intellectual history known as the Enlightenment – a 

period when many prominent thinkers believed that reason could now reveal the 

secrets of scientific, political and philosophical knowledge.  Kant was among the 
leading proponents of this view. 

 

As a young man Kant was a skilled mathematician and astronomer and made a 

number of significant discoveries in both fields.  Surprisingly, however, Kant did 
not write anything of major historical significance until his late 50’s when an 

English friend, Joseph Green, introduced him to the works of the Scottish 

philosopher David Hume.  Kant later wrote that it was ‘…Hume that woke me from 
my dogmatic slumber’.  Another legacy of his friendship with Joseph Green was 

Kant’s adoption of a very rigid and regimented life which followed strict rules of 

conduct and behaviour.  Kant is also said to have had only one picture in his 
house, demonstrating his obsession with reason and logic over the passions.  

Such telling details of his life clearly reflected the direction that his moral 

philosophy would take.     

 
Kant’s often very complex work made enormously important contributions to the 

fields of epistemology and metaphysics most famously outlined in his Critique of 

Pure Reason (1781).  This was followed by his seminal ethical work Groundwork 
for the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), which contained the main ideas he would 

develop later in his Critique of Practical Reason (1788) and Metaphysics of Morals 

(1798).  Kant’s approach is an excellent example of the deontological approach 
to normative ethics. 

 

2. What is Deontology? 

 
Deontologists like Kant believe that the moral worth of an action has nothing to do 

with any consequences that the act might have.  This is because the 

consequences of an action are often outwith our control and cannot be easily 
predicted. Therefore the moral worth of an act must derive from something 

intrinsic to the act itself rather than extrinsic to it. 

 

Another term for the deontological approach is duty ethics.  For deontologists 
there will be certain actions that are always wrong and should never be carried 

out, such as lying or murder, and it is our duty to abstain from such actions 

whether they produce good consequences or not.  For Kant the moral rightness of 
an act was instead determined by the intentions or motives of the act.   

 

This contrasts sharply Utilitarianism’s view that any action could in principle be 
justified, however seemingly vile it is, provided it generated good consequences 

on that occasion.  
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Both deontological and consequentialist approaches to ethics can be contrasted 
with theories of virtue ethics.  Supporters of virtue ethics, like Aristotle for 

example, don’t believe in locating the goodness of the act in the consequences or 

the motives.  They instead proceed by concentrating on the character of the 

person who performs the act, outlining which virtues they typically have rather 
than what actions they perform or what motives they have.  In fact, as Aristotle 

contends, the virtuous person may have no conscious motives at all when they 

act, they may be so used to acting correctly that they do it instinctively, without 
thinking.  

 

Let us now examine how Kant builds up his particular deontological stance. 

 
3. The Sovereignty of Reason 

 

In Kant’s epistemological writings he emphasises the importance of a priori 
concepts in understanding the physical world.  We have in-built metaphysical 

notions, such as our notions of causation, and space and time, which we bring to 

our perceptions of the outside world and which help organise our experiences into 
a meaningful framework.  For example, we don’t think that aspirins just cure 

headaches by chance:  we believe these two events are necessarily connected by 

the principle of causation.  Yet, he argues, causation itself is not something we 

have experienced; it’s a notion that we bring to the world and can discover a priori. 
 

Kant’s project, as outlined in the preface to the Groundwork, is to do the same for 

moral philosophy as he did for epistemology.  To develop a ‘metaphysics of 
morals’ or an understanding of our obligations that can be known a priori.  If he 

can uncover a moral system based purely on reason it will produce a moral 

philosophy that is objectively true and universally valid.  
 

Kant argues that the idea that reason can uncover moral principles fits in with our 

intuitions about morality.  When we are deciding what to do we feel that we ought 

to act in an altruistic and disinterested way rather than a selfish and self-
interested way.  We also feel that moral duties should be universalisable, that 

they should apply to everyone in similar situations regardless of who they are.  

Kant uses the example of not telling lies, which he points out is a universally 
accepted moral requirement.  After all, is it not the case that the moral 

requirement to tell the truth is as equally binding on a Soviet soldier as it is on a 

South American tribesman?  However, if we based our moral system on 

experience, on a posteriori observations, we could not be assured that they 
would be universally valid because they may be based of facts peculiar to our 

culture or ourselves. 

 
By basing morality on reason we not only guarantee its objectivity but also its 

authority or sovereignty.  For Kant, to deny that lying is wrong is the same as 

denying that 2+2=4.  To break a moral rule is like committing some sort of logical 
error.  For that reason alone, Kant regards moral rules as binding on everyone.  

This perhaps surprising belief that the power of reason extends even to our value 

judgements is entirely consistent with the Enlightenment thinking of the period.  

However, this rational grounding of Kantian ethics contrasts sharply with the 
empiricist motivations of Utilitarianism. 
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4. The Good Will 
 

If the goodness of an act doesn’t come from its consequences then it must come 

from something intrinsic to the act itself, but is there anything in the universe that 

we can say is good without qualification?  Kant answers this question at the outset 
of the Groundwork when he argues that a ‘good will’ is the only thing 

unquestionably good.  His argument for this is that any other candidates we can 

think of, such as courage, power or intelligence, can always be pressed into the 
service of evil ends.  Even burglars can be courageous and tyrants can be 

cunningly intelligent.   

 

A good will is not good because of what it achieves; it is intrinsically good in and of 
itself.  Even if someone were some sort of moral imbecile, and their every effort to 

do the right thing resulted in their doing the opposite, Kant would claim that their 

good will would ‘… still shine through like a jewel for its own sake as something 
which has its full value in itself.’  So as long as they had good intentions, we can 

be guaranteed that their act was a morally good one.       

 
This is not to say however that consequences never matter.  Indeed they are 

extremely important in many other aspects of life.  However, as far as moral 

assessments go, they are irrelevant in calculating the moral worth of an act; only 

good intentions or motives matter.   
 

5. Duty v Inclination 

 
If an action is good because of the motive it springs from, what sort of motive 

should our actions have?  There are many possible contenders.  Kant gives the 

example of a shopkeeper who always gives his customers the correct change.  
There are many possible motives for his actions.  He could be acting this way 

because if he doesn’t he may lose custom, or he may be frightened of going to 

prison for fraud if he is discovered.  These, for Kant, are not moral motives at all, 

merely prudent ones.  He might also simply get pleasure from being honest, or 
take pride in providing first rate customer service, but again these does not make 

his actions conspicuously good.  The only motive of any worth for Kant is in fact 

the motive of duty. 
 

Acting from duty is doing so simply because you know it’s the right thing to do, 

and not for any other reason.  In fact the shopkeeper might hate people.  It might 

even pain him to provide an excellent service.  He may have personal grudges 
against some of his customers.  However, if these facts were true then surely they 

would all serve to make his good will all the more apparent?  He is doing the right 

thing not because he has to or needs to or because it would benefit him, but 
simply because he feels he ought to.  In Kant’s words, his motive is nothing more 

than that of acting out of respect of the moral law.  

 
Kant is particularly keen to emphasise the distinction between acting from duty 

and acting from inclination.  People who act from inclination do so simply 

because of their natures.  The may have been born compassionate people who 

care about their fellow man.  They may help old gentlemen across the road almost 
habitually or instinctively.  However, we must guard against automatically praising 

such people because our inclinations are outwith our control.  It is a matter of our 

genes or our upbringing whether we have compassionate inclinations or not. 
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Neither of these are things that we have any say over, and therefore any acts 
which spring from these sources are undeserving of praise.  Kant’s system 

requires that we should only be praised for those things we have freely and 

consciously chosen to do, and this seems to fit in with common notions of 

morality.   
 

Notice how locating the moral worth of an act in the motive of duty makes it very 

difficult to tell exactly whether someone is acting morally or not.  People’s motives 
are usually hidden from us so this means that we can’t simply tell whether 

someone has acted morally by just looking at their actions.  In fact Kant argues 

that it is perfectly possible for two people to perform identical acts yet for only one 

of them to may be morally praiseworthy.  You could have a whole street of 
shopkeepers who always give you the correct change and still not know which are 

examples of good acts and which are not.  Again, notice how this position 

contrasts with Utilitarians who would say that, so long as the acts and their 
consequences are identical, they must be equally praiseworthy.  

 

6. The Categorical Imperative 
 

a. Maxims 

 

So far Kant has not told us specifically what we ought to do in particular 
situations.  We know that we must act in accordance with duty, but what 

precisely does our duty consist in on each occasion?  What does this 

‘moral law’ actually state?  To find this out we must formulate underlying 
principles of action which Kant calls maxims.  Maxims are general rules of 

behaviour which we can then apply to particular situations.  For example, 

‘Never lie’, ‘Always help people in need’, or ‘Never take someone else’s 
property’, might all serve as maxims we could employ to moderate our 

behaviour and identify what to do when faced with moral dilemmas. 

 

b. Hypothetical v Categorical Imperatives 
 

How do we identify which maxims to follow?  Obviously there are many 

possible maxims we could follow and not all of these are obviously moral 
ones.  For example, one rule of behaviour you might follow could be ‘If you 

don’t want to be laughed at, never go clubbing with your mother’, but we 

wouldn’t call this a particularly moral code of conduct.  Kant thinks there is 

one basic test for identifying morally praiseworthy maxims of action and he 
calls this the categorical imperative.   

 

One of the things that differentiate moral from non-moral rules of 
behaviour is that moral rules are examples of categorical imperatives 

rather than hypothetical imperatives.  A hypothetical imperative is a 

conditional statement such as ‘If you want A, then do B’.  So doing B is 
dependent upon your desire to achieve some particular end A.  For 

example, not being embarrassed in front of your friends might be one such 

end and if you want to achieve this end then there will be certain 

recommended courses of action such as not going clubbing with your 
mother, not wearing pink flared jeans, etc.  However if you don’t care about 

achieving this end then the recommended action isn’t binding on you   
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However, one of the defining features of moral imperatives is that they are 
categorical in nature.  In other words they apply unconditionally of any 

goals you may have or any facts about your personality, or indeed anyone 

else’s. They are like commands that apply equally and universally to 

everyone in a similar situation, regardless of who you are or what culture 
you live in.  An example might be ‘Always keep your promises.’ 

 

What Kant thinks he has discovered is the ultimate categorical imperative.  
This is a second-order principle that helps us identify which maxims to 

follow in each and every situation.  Kant’s categorical imperative is a 

second-order principle because it’s not a test that distinguishes good and 

bad actions, but a test that distinguishes first order principles or maxims of 
action.  Such a ‘catch-all’ rule couldn’t mention any specific acts, but when 

applied to our moral deliberations it will help us identify first-order maxims 

which in turn prescribe specific actions.  The categorical imperative is like 
a test which we must apply to all our maxims, to check if they are 

genuinely moral ones. 

 
The categorical imperative is Kant’s ‘big idea’ and is central to 

understanding his moral philosophy.  In it he thinks he has unlocked the 

secret of acting morally.  However, Kant actually gives us 5 different 

formulations of this categorical imperative in various places of the text, but 
he thinks they all amount to the same thing and will all therefore 

recommend the same maxims of behaviour.  We will look at the three of 

the most commonly discussed formulations of Kant’s categorical 
imperative which are known as the Universal Law Formulation, the End 

in Itself Formulation and the Kingdom of Ends Formulation. 

 
c. The Universal Law Formulation 

 

This is Kant’s first formulation of the categorical imperative.  It 

recommends that we:  
 

Act only on that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it 

should become a universal law. 
 

This version of the categorical imperative attempts to capture that 

quintessential quality of all moral maxims: that they are universalisable.  

In other words, they should in principle be capable of being applied to any 
human being in the same circumstances and not just the individual being 

judged.  If we act on a particular maxim in our dealings with others then it 

must be one that we would be happy with them also using in their dealings 
with us.  This might remind you of the old adage that we should ‘treat 

others as we would have them treat us’ (the so-called Golden Rule) but 

they are subtly different.  The categorical imperative is a test of the logical 
possibility of universalisation, not a claim that all moral judgements are 

hidden universal imperatives. 

 

However, what is actually wrong with acting selfishly?  Why can’t I pursue 
a self-interested course of action?  Why must all my maxims be 

universalisable? After all, even serious philosophers such as Thomas 

Hobbes (1588-1679) and Friedriche Nietzsche (1844-1900) have 
advocated forms of Ethical Egoism as models for our behaviour. 
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Kant, though, believes that by acting on maxims that cannot be applied to 
everyone we are in some sense acting illogically or acting in a self-

contradictory way.  However, the notion of self-contradiction here is 

unclear, and requires further analysis. 

 
i. Contradiction in Conception 

 

Kant thinks there are two main ways in which impermissible 
maxims are contradictory which he describes as contradiction in 

conception and contradiction in the will.  A contradiction in 

conception is when the maxim of an action ‘… cannot even be 

conceived as a universal law of nature without contradiction, let 
alone be willed as what ought to become one.’  What Kant seems 

to have in mind here is that some maxims are flawed by their very 

internal logic.  They attempt to will something that cannot logically 
be willed.  Kant uses the example of someone who promises to pay 

back money when he has no intention of paying it back.  Such 

people are logically contradicting themselves because they are 
acting on the maxim that ‘people should make false promises 

whenever they can gain from it’.  However, this is a logically 

impossible state of affairs to will because in such a world the 

institution of promise keeping wouldn’t make any sense and 
therefore couldn’t exist. The trust that promise keeping requires 

would, by definition, be absent once we had universalised our wish 

that everyone ought to make false promises.  So willing that people 
make false promises amounts to willing that promise keeping 

ceases to exist.  Thus we would be simultaneously wishing that 

everyone made false promises while wishing that promises didn’t 
exist.  This breaches the logical law of non-contradiction and so 

becomes an illogical, and therefore immoral, maxim for our actions.   

 

Some commentators have argued that the precise nature of this 
contradiction is unclear in Kant’s work and that he can actually be 

interpreted in a number of different ways.  A number of alternative 

interpretations are identified in the literature by Christopher 
Hamilton (2003).  For example, it could be that rather than it being 

a logical impossibility to will some maxims it is in fact more of a 

practical impossibility.  It is not that one is logically incapable of 

willing that everyone make false promises, it is more a case of once 
you have willed it you would discover that you could not in fact 

make the maxim work because people would gradually lose trust in 

those who broke their promises and eventually the institution of 
promise keeping would be abandoned. 

 

Another possible interpretation is a teleological contradiction.  
The term teleological comes from the Greek word ‘telos’, meaning 

‘end’ or ‘purpose’.  This is the idea that every action has a natural 

end or purpose that it is directed towards.  Therefore, if Kant is 

saying that we are committing a teleological contradiction when we 
attempt to act on non-universalisable maxims, he means that we 

would fail to achieve the purpose that the action was intended to 

achieve. 
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For example, let’s say you acted on the maxim ‘Always take other 
people’s property when you can get away with it’, which has the 

obvious purpose of enabling you to amass more property than you 

currently have.  If you universalised this maxim, it would become 

‘People should always take other people’s property whenever they 
can get away with it’ which would mean that others would take from 

you as readily as you would take from them and so confound the 

very aim of your original maxim.   
 

ii. Contradiction in the Will 

 

The second sort of contradiction Kant mentions is the contradiction 
in the will.  This happens when we try to universalise a maxim that 

isn’t logically inconceivable but is nonetheless rationally 

inconsistent in some way.  Kant’s example of such a maxim is 
‘Never help others even when they are in need’.  If we universalise 

this maxim, as the categorical imperative requires we do, we are 

left with the maxim ‘No one should ever help anyone else, even if 
they are in need’.  Now, Kant’s point is that one could easily 

imagine a world where no one did help anyone else hence there is 

no ‘contradiction in conception’ going on.   

 
However, the contradiction arises when the agent willing this 

maxim requires help themselves when they become old or infirm.  

In such a scenario they would have needs for food and water, 
which any rational person would want fulfilled, and the most rational 

means for achieving these ends would be to accept the help of 

others.  These wishes would flatly contradict their original maxim 
that no should ever help anyone else, so giving rise to a 

contradiction in the will.  In short, their willing of one maxim is 

incompatible with their willing of others in the future.  This 

interpretation is perhaps closest to the ‘Golden Rule’.     
 

d. The End in Itself Formulation 

 
The notion that all moral maxims must be universalisable captures the 

essence of Kant’s ethical thinking.  However, Kant proceeds to give an 

alternative statement of the categorical imperative, which states: 

 
Act that you use humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of 

any other, always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means. 

 
Kant believes that our rationality is one of our defining features as human 

beings.  This rationality is what gives us our autonomy as free agents in 

the world and our fundamental dignity as beings worthy of respect in our 
own right.  This implies that we should never use other people in the way 

we would use inanimate objects to meet our own ends.  We might use a 

knife to open a parcel but we wouldn’t treat human beings in the same 

way. 
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This idea also strikes a sympathetic chord with common-sense ideas about 
morality.  If I speak nicely to you every morning and always make a point 

of saying hello, purely because I know that you will lend me your football 

season ticket on occasion if you think I’m you friend, then I am simply 

using you as a means to satisfy my ulterior motives.  I am not treating you 
with respect or showing any respect for your status as an autonomous 

rational being.  

 
The simple plea to respect people as ends in themselves and respect their 

rationality arguably have far ranging implications for the way we treat 

people.  It might prohibit lying to them because in doing so we conceal 

facts from them and so are manipulating their rational processes.  It may 
also prohibit stealing from them because by taking from them without their 

knowledge we deny them the opportunity to say yes or no and make their 

own decisions. It could also rule out punishing people for no other reason 
than to set an example to others.  In punishing people this way we are 

simply using them as a non-sentient means to achieve some social end, in 

this case the reduction of crime.  
 

Students of Kant however have often grossly misinterpreted this second 

formulation of the categorical imperative.  Kant is actually not saying that 

we should never treat people as a means to an end.  He instead says that 
we should treat them ‘…always at the same time as an end, never merely 

as a means.’ This emphasis suggests that it’s fine to use people to achieve 

certain goals so long as this isn’t all we are doing.  So long as we always 
respect people as ends at the same time then using them could be morally 

permissible.  An obvious example might be explaining what you want and 

asking them to agree to assist.   
 

e. The Kingdom of Ends Formulation 

 

A third formulation of Kant’s categorical imperative, which is less 
commonly discussed, is: 

 

Every rational being must so act as if he were through his maxims always 
a lawmaking member in the universal kingdom of ends. 

 

This formulation of the categorical imperative brings together elements of 

the first two and captures the communitarian aspect of moral behaviour.  
Morality isn’t just something we prescribe to ourselves as individuals but to 

everyone as part of our community or ‘kingdom’.  The phrase ‘lawmaking 

member’ emphasises that we are not only creators or legislators of the 
moral law but we are also subjects of that law which we legislate by the 

maxims we generate.  We are not tyrants who simply make up rules which 

benefit ourselves, but need to remember that we will also be become 
subject to those rules or laws when they are universalised.   

 

Kant describes this state of affairs as a ‘kingdom of ends’ because this will 

be a community where everyone is treated as an end and never simply as 
a means.  It would always be irrational for us to legislate moral laws which 

use people solely as means since we would simply be on the receiving end 

of such disrespect when everyone behaves as we do. 
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Like all versions of the categorical imperative this too is a test: if a maxim 
could not be rationally willed in such a community of ends, then it cannot 

be a moral one. 

 

f. Reconciling the Different Formulations 
 

With all these different formulations of the categorical imperative (three 

discussed above and at least another two in the literature) one might 
wonder whether all of them really are just different articulations of the 

same imperative.  Kant thinks they are.   

 

The main thrust of the first version is universalisability: that our maxims 
should be logically and rationally capable of being applied as a universal 

law equally to everyone.  If a maxim is a universal law then there must be 

universal compliance with that law which implies that everyone has given 
consent to that law.  This means that the second formulation is really just a 

logical consequence of the first.  People are treated as ends in themselves 

and not as means if they could rationally consent to a law rather than it 
being imposed on them.  

 

Finally, the third formulation arguably reiterates these first two points: the 

sorts of maxims that are rationally capable of being universalised are those 
that we would choose to sign up to in a fair society if we wanted to 

guarantee that everyone was respected as ends in themselves.    
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Comments and Criticisms of Kantianism 
 

1. The Problem with Motives 

 
Kantianism has come under attack by Utilitarians because of its disregard for 

consequences.  Kantians locate the moral worth of an action in its motive rather 

than any consequences that might arise from the action.  However, it would 
certainly appear that consequences must have some role to play in our moral 

deliberations.  It is difficult to imagine that anyone would oblige us to follow a 

maxim or a whole set of moral rules if they never produced good consequences. 

 
In Kant’s defence, we could say that Kant isn’t saying that consequences are 

never important, only that they are irrelevant to assessing the moral worth of an 

act.  They could still be very relevant to assessing the usefulness of the act; we 
just shouldn’t make the mistake of equating utility with moral worth.   

 

Consider the case of the surgeon who tries to correct someone’s spine defect but 
ends up paralysing the patient.  Would we blame her just because things didn’t 

work out as expected?  Furthermore, imagine if the surgeon had no good motives 

and was instead motivated by greed: doing the surgery as overtime after an 

already long and tiring day because she wanted to buy an expensive car.  Would 
we be so forgiving then?  This suggests that Kant’s focus on motives in general 

and duty in particular fits in with at least some of our moral intuitions.   

 
However, some have argued that Kant smuggles in consequences by the back 

door, after stating they are irrelevant at the outset.  For example, when Kant talks 

about contradiction in the will, he argues that one of the things rationally 

inconsistent about lying is that others might do the same to you, thus leading to 
you willing something that ends up disadvantaging you.  As Kant says, you would 

be ‘paid back in your own coin’ by others.  This certainly reads like an appeal to 

consequences. 
 

2. The Problem with Maxims 

 
A second main area of difficulty with Kant’s theory surrounds the notion of maxims 

and on what grounds they can be deemed inconsistent.  As we have seen, there 

are many possible interpretations to Kant’s idea that bad maxims are those that 

are self-contradictory.  Sometimes he seems to say that they are logically 
inconceivable; at other times he seems to say they are maxims that are 

conceivable but that no rational person would want to will them; on other 

occasions he seems to say that they just might be practically difficult to carry 
out; or, finally, we could read him as saying that bad maxims are self-defeating 

of their own aims.  It is not at all obvious that all of these amount to the same 

thing, so there is a job of clarification required here. 
 

Another complication with Kant’s account of how we formulate maxims is that 

many maxims can be perfectly well formulated which are either trivial in nature or 

not moral at all.  For example, ‘Always eat healthily’ is a maxim which passes the 
categorical imperative tests:  It can be easily conceived, it can be universalised 

without difficulty and it doesn’t involve using people.  However is it a moral 

principle or simply a prudent one?  Is it worthy of becoming part of what Kant 
calls the ‘moral law’?  
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A number of possible responses can be made to this though.  One could be that 
‘Always eat healthily’ is in fact a hypothetical imperative rather than a categorical 

imperative because it implies the hidden proviso ‘…if you want to live a long life’, 

or something like that.  Another response would be that the test of the categorical 

imperative isn’t primarily intended to identify obligatory actions, only rule out non-
obligatory ones.  Anything which passes the test should therefore be regarded as 

merely permissible rather than compulsory. 

 
Another problem is, what counts as a universal maxim?  It is possible to articulate 

maxims in such a way that they that they only apply to one person even though 

they are phrased in a universalisable way.  For example, the maxim ‘Don’t cheat 

in exams unless you have red hair, weigh 13 stone, live in Perth, study Philosophy 
and own an Alsatian dog’.  This is a perfectly universalisable maxim which we 

could all agree to but in fact it may only modify the behaviour of one individual. 

 
3. The Problem with Duties 

 

A third and much discussed area of criticism for Kant centres on the notion of 
duty.  This is because we can have more than one duty at the same time and this 

gives rise to a conflict of duties.  For example, let’s say your best friend confides 

in you that he has been feeling very depressed and has been harming himself by 

cutting himself with a knife.  He makes you promise that you won’t tell his parents 
but they later approach you and ask if you know why he has been distant and 

uncommunicative.  You have an unconditional duty to tell the truth and also an 

unconditional duty to keep promises.  Which duty should you pursue when you 
are in a situation when you can’t do both? 

 

A related difficulty is the exceptionless nature of our duties in Kant’s philosophy.  
What exacerbates the problem of the conflict of duties is Kant’s insistence that we 

never deviate from them.  Nonetheless, we can easily imagine situations where 

not only would we be forced to deviate from a certain duty when faced with a 

different competing duty, but we would also be morally obliged to deviate from 
this duty.   

 

One such example, which Kant was faced with in his own lifetime, was the 
problem of the ‘enquiring murderer’.  Imagine you see someone running 

desperately from an assailant and they take refuge in a nearby house.  Their 

pursuer, a deranged killer, then appears and asks you whether the person has 

hidden in the nearby house or not.  Now what should you do?  If you tell the truth 
you then have surely facilitated someone’s murder, but if you lie, you have 

deviated from the maxim ‘Never lie’ which is part of the moral law.  This is a 

particular problem for Kant as he categorises lying along with murder and suicide 
as acts which should in every instance be prohibited.  Worse still not only does he 

think that you should never lie, but he also thinks you should always tell the truth, 

so saying nothing to the murderer is not an option.  This scenario also questions 
the wisdom of Kant’s decision to disregard consequences in moral deliberations. 

 

When faced with this problem Kant admitted that in his view we must tell the truth.  

This is because by lying we might equally be responsible for the murder if the 
victim had in fact left the house and by misinforming the murderer we had 

inadvertently pointed him in the right direction. 
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This answer seems very strange though as Kant seems to be recommending that 
we speculate about possible consequences as part of our deliberation process 

which seems a very consequentialist way to proceed.  Furthermore, Kant claims 

that his theory fits in with our common intuitions about morality but surely 

everyone in this case would lie to save someone’s life and few would feel guilty 
about abandoning honesty when quizzed by a killer. 

 

Some commentators have attempted to solve this problem for Kant by arguing 
that we must be clear about which maxim we are trying to universalise.  Clearly 

we could not universalise the maxim ‘lie when it suits you’, however it isn’t obvious 

that there is anything wrong with universalising the maxim ‘Always lie to a 

murderer when they don’t know that you are aware that they are a murderer’.  
Such a practice would not lead to a breakdown in the policy of truth-telling as the 

murderers may never find out they have been lied to.   

 
However, a serious problem raised by this possible solution is that it suggests that 

all sorts of dubious actions might be deemed permissible so long as we are 

careful how we frame the maxim that we are trying to universalise.  If we add 
enough clauses and provisos it would seem that we could justify anything.  

 

4. Ignores Other Good Motives 

 
Another criticism of Kant is that by focussing on duty as the only morally valid 

motive we might be ignoring other equally valid and morally praiseworthy motives. 

Couldn’t we do something for the sake of love or the sake of art?  For example, in 
visiting your grandparents could it not be the case that your motivation is pleasure 

or joy or love rather than duty?  In fact could it not be the case that visiting them 

purely out of duty in fact diminishes the moral worth of the action?  Might I not go 
further and say that anyone who does not appreciate the pleasure of spending 

time with their elderly relatives, or does not love them, is in fact morally lacking 

and ought to feel guilty?  This sort of criticism has led Kant’s account to be 

described as lacking in humanity. 
 

Kant would say that joy, love or pleasure couldn’t be morally valid motives 

because these involve our natural inclinations, which are something we have no 
control over.  If we were born naturally joyless people then why should we be held 

morally responsible for this quirk of fate?  However, it is not obvious that we 

cannot acquire appropriate feelings and inclinations through practice, as 

suggested by Aristotle.  Furthermore, Kant seems to assume that morality must 
hinge entirely on those things we can freely choose to do but this is arguably not 

part of our common intuitions about morality.  In fact we very often morally 

condemn people for having inappropriate desires, say for violent behaviour, even 
though they may have been born that way. 

 

5. Misguided Perceptions of Duty 
 

A final objection to Kant is that he leaves the door open for misguided 

perceptions of duty.  Kant argues that ‘all that is good is the Good Will,’ so in 

other words, as long as your intentions are sound then your actions are deemed 
morally acceptable.  For Kant the only morally valid motive is the motive of duty.  

Our actions are most conspicuously good when we do them out of duty rather 

than any innate inclination or quest for pleasure.   
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However, history is littered with examples of occasions where people have been 
motivated from duty yet committed heinous crimes.  One example is those who 

dutifully followed the ‘Jim Crow’ laws which legally enforced racial segregation in 

American buses, restaurants and schools from the 1890s to the 1960s.  The 

people who obeyed these laws may have hated them and may have suffered as a 
result of them but obeyed them because they perceived this as their duty which 

must be obeyed regardless, so arguably demonstrating their good will.  Another 

example might be that of the committed Nazi who obeyed his orders to enforce 
anti-Semitic laws simply because he saw it has his personal duty.   

 

What these examples suggest is that it might not be enough to say that ‘the only 

thing that is good is a good will’ without some additional independent criterion of 
what it is that makes a Will good.  Kant seems to think that acting rationally will 

always result in morally commendable acts, acts that fit in with our common 

intuitions about morality, but as these examples show this might not be the case.  
Asking a black woman to give up her seat on the bus might even have seemed 

perfectly rational to a southern white man.  Sending Jewish people to the death 

camps might have made sense in the prevailing perception of Jewish people as 
less important or less rational beings.  Is Kant sanctioning such horrific acts? 

 

Kant’s defence might be that this is to misunderstand his conception of duty.  The 

duties we have as members of a community or a country are all subject to 
qualification in that they must be consistent with our greater duties as prescribed 

by our practical reason.  These duties are sacrosanct and are truly impartial in a 

way that local or national laws may not be.  Thus, people who blindly follow any 
conception of duty are guilty of insufficient rigour in their application of reason.  

Kant, perhaps naively, or perhaps as a product of the Enlightenment mindset, has 

wholehearted faith that reason alone is sufficient to generate absolute standards 
of goodness independent of any other source. 
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What is Meta-Ethics? 
 

Meta-Ethics is a branch of moral philosophy that can be contrasted with normative 
ethics.  Many students are easily confused with the distinction between normative ethics 

and meta-ethics so it is worth spending some time clarifying this distinction. 

 
All academic disciplines have a subject matter that they study: Maths studies numbers; 

History studies events of the past and Geography studies places.  The subject matter of 

normative ethics is moral issues themselves.  For example issues like abortion, 
euthanasia and war are the meat and drink of normative theorists.  Normative ethics 

examines these issues and generates theories which attempt to identify criteria for 

choosing one act over another in such situations.  The normative theories of Kant and Mill 

are therefore good examples of this sort of first-order theory. 
 

The subject matter of meta-ethics, however, is not moral issues at all.  Instead the subject 

matter of meta-ethics is ethics or moral philosophy itself.  This involves an examination of 
the more fundamental assumptions and beliefs that normative theorists might hold.  It is 

therefore sometimes referred to as a second-order subject because it takes the first-order 

theories of normative ethics as its subject matter.   

 
We see a similar distinction when we look at other branches of Philosophy.  Science, for 

example, takes the physical world and its contents as its subject matter.  Chemists, 

Physicists and Biologists all work at the first-order problems thrown up by the world they 
encounter.  The Philosophy of Science on the other hand asks second-order questions 

about these scientific theories themselves: What methods are scientists using?  How is 

scientific progress possible?  Does science bring us closer to the truth? 
 

If meta-ethics reflects on the more ‘fundamental’ issues of morality, then, what sorts of 

questions does it concern itself with?  Broadly speaking, meta-ethical questions fall into at 

least three areas: metaphysical questions, epistemological questions and linguistic 
questions.  Let us look at each of these in turn. 

 

1. Meta-ethics and Metaphysics  
 

Metaphysical questions concern the nature of reality and what is really ‘out there’. 

An example of a metaphysical question in ethics might be ‘are there any ethical 
properties in the world?’  In other words, do words like ‘good’ or ‘bad’ pick out any 

objective qualities that we can discover?  In other areas of life we have no 

problem in laying claim to objective truths.  For example, in Maths we might say 

that it is objectively true that ‘2+2=4’ or in Chemistry we might say that it is 
objectively true that ‘water has the chemical formula H2O’.  However, are there 

any analogous objective truths in the field of moral philosophy?  

 
Moral realists, like G.E. Moore (1873-1958), have argued that there are objective 

moral qualities.  According to moral realists, we do not get to make up our own 

mind as to what is good and bad; these things are not a matter of personal taste 

or opinion.  This stance is also known as ethical objectivism.  The opponents of 
this view include the pre-Socratic philosopher Protagoras (485-415 BC) whose 

famous claim that ‘Man is the measure of all things’ is usually taken as a clarion 

call for ethical subjectivists everywhere (although it is not obvious that this is 
what Protagoras himself intended).  Ethical subjectivists are anti-realists because 

they do not think that there are any real moral qualities in the world so, whatever 

else we might be doing when we say ‘stealing is wrong’ we are not stating any 
facts about the world. 



Support Notes: Higher Philosophy 
 
 

 
 

Scottish Further Education Unit 44 

 

2. Meta-ethics and Epistemology 
 

Epistemological questions focus on how we acquire knowledge and what it 

consists in.  An example of an epistemological question in ethics might be ‘how do 

we learn moral truths?’  Are moral truths something that can be detected with our 
senses or do we acquire knowledge of them by some other means? 

 

A number of theories have been advanced in answer to this question.  Naturalists 
argue that moral goodness can simply be equated with natural qualities in the 

world, such as the capacity to give pleasure, for example.  If moral goodness is 

simply the same thing as being pleasurable then this will mean that moral truths 

can be accessed by sense experience.  We sense that stealing isn’t pleasurable 
and so we learn that stealing is wrong.   

 

Non-naturalists like G. E. Moore, above, rejected this empirical stance and 
argued that we grasp moral truths by a process of intuition.  He thought that 

moral goodness was a non-natural quality that could not be discovered by sense 

experience.  Moore believed that moral truths were nonetheless self-evidently true 
and were grasped in a similar way to the way we grasp mathematical truths: just 

as it is intuitively self-evident that ‘2+2=4’, so too it is intuitively self-evident that 

‘promise-keeping is intrinsically good’.   

 
Both Plato (427-347 BC) and St Augustine (354-430) argued that our knowledge 

of moral truths is innate although they gave different accounts of how this occurs.  

For Plato our knowledge of the eternal ‘form of the Good’ enables us to identify 
goodness in all its manifestations.  To grasp this form we require a careful 

education designed to help us recollect our knowledge of the forms from a past 

life.  St Augustine, unable to subscribe to an anti-Christian belief in reincarnation, 
suggests instead that our knowledge of right and wrong are impressed into us by 

God’s divine illumination of our souls.   

 

3. Meta-ethics and Language 
 

Linguistic questions examine the nature of moral statements and moral language.  

An example of a linguistic ethical question might be ‘what speech acts do ethical 
judgements perform?’  There are many roles that statements can have: for 

example we can use them to state facts (‘Paris is the capital of France’), we can 

use them to express our feelings (‘Ouch!’) or we can use them to issue commands 

(‘Sit down’).  The main linguistic issue in meta-ethics is which role or roles are we 
engaged in when we describe an action as morally right?  In other words, which of 

the many functions of language do moral sentences like ‘charity is good’, ‘fox 

hunting is wicked’ or ‘recycling is morally commendable’ perform?  
 

Cognitive theories are usually allied with some form of moral realism because 

they claim that moral judgements are descriptive in nature.  This means that 
saying ‘murder as wrong’ is a bit like saying ‘the sky is blue’.  They are both 

engaged in describing qualities in the world.  Non-cognitivists on the other hand 

are often allied with anti-realism and therefore are committed to the view that we 

are not stating any truths or falsehoods when we make moral claims but are 
instead performing other sorts of speech acts. 

 

Emotivism is a non-cognitive theory, which claims that the main role of moral 
statements is simply to express our emotional attitude to a particular issue.  So, 

for example, saying ‘Stealing is wrong’ is like saying, ‘Down with stealing!’ 
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Prescriptivism, another non-cognitive theory, suggests that moral statements 
perform the same role as commands.  Hence ‘Stealing is wrong’ is equivalent to 

the command ‘Don’t steal’.  

 

This section of the support notes will concentrate on expounding and critically 
evaluating the first of these non-cognitive theories, Emotivism.  
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Emotivism 
 

1. Where Does Emotivism Come From? 

 
Emotivism is a meta-ethical theory which reached its peak in the 1930s and 40s.  

It is often associated with the philosophers A.J. Ayer (1910-1989) in his book 

Language, Truth and Logic (1936) and C.L. Stevenson (1908-1979) in his book 
Ethics and Language (1944).  As suggested by the titles of these books, the 

emotive theory of ethics derives from a particular view on the nature of language.   

 

Ayer was an English philosopher who became heavily influenced by the Logical 
Positivist movement and a group of intellectuals based in Vienna known as the 

Vienna Circle.  Logical positivists believed that logic was the appropriate tool for 

analysing language and solving philosophical problems and that an exact 
language would only refer to empirically observable phenomena (a view known as 

positivism).   

 
A.J. Ayer went to Austria in 1932 at the Vienna Circle’s request, and based his 

book on their views, thereby popularising them in the English-speaking world.  His 

first major work, Language, Truth and Logic, was written when he was only 24 and 

is highly indebted to David Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding 
(1748) and Rudolph Carnap’s Der logische Aufbau der Welt (The Logical 

Construction of the World) (1928), for many of its central ideas.  However, Ayer 

cleverly applies these central beliefs to a range of philosophical problems 
including epistemology, theology, the philosophy of mind, and, of course, ethics. 

 

Charles Leslie Stevenson was an American philosopher who studied in England 

with Wittgenstein and Moore, eventually securing jobs at Yale University and the 
University of Michigan as a professor of philosophy.  While Ayer’s account of 

Emotivism is essentially an offshoot of his analytical writings, Stevenson’s account 

is arguably more sophisticated and more fully developed than that of Ayer. 

 
2. Do Moral Judgements State Facts? 

 
Emotivism is a non-cognitive theory because it believes that there are no moral 

facts.  There are a number of arguments that philosophers have traditionally used 
to support this view which have had a significant influence on the formulation of 

emotivism.   

 

a. The Fact/Value Distinction  
 

The Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-1776) argues against the 

existence of objective moral facts in a discussion of murder found in his 
Treatise of Human Nature (1739).  If we consider the objective facts of a 

wilful murder we will never locate the wrongness of that action by 

considering these facts alone, Hume claims.  If moral judgements stated 
facts then what sorts of observations could we make to prove that ‘stealing 

is wrong’?  What facts would we see, hear or taste that would identify the 

wrongness?  We may observe a knife thrust into a torso; a brightly lit room; 

a table with a pool of blood nearby, but where do we observe the 
wrongness of the act?  The wrongness of the action is not a fact we can 

observe like the others. 
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In fact all these observations could be consistent with a perfectly innocent 
state of affairs: a surgeon performing an operation for example.  For 

Hume, the wrongness lies not in the object but in us.  When we see certain 

actions a feeling or sentiment arises within us and we adopt either a 

disapproving or approving attitude towards it.  Moral approval and 
disapproval, therefore, is not a fact about the world but is a matter of our 

emotional response to a given situation. 

 
Hume wants to draw a clear distinction between the world of facts and the 

world of values and claims that the latter cannot be simply read off from 

the former.  This means that, in principle, two people could agree on all of 

the facts, about the war in Iraq say, but still hold very different moral 
viewpoints as to whether the war was wrong or not. 

 

In a sense this fits in with some of our experiences of moral debates and 
disagreements.  The positions that people adopt over an issue like the Iraq 

war seem intractable: it is very difficult to get people to change their mind 

about it once it has been made up.  Hume’s argument might explain this 
tendency of moral opinions to become entrenched since the moral 

attitudes that people hold are not a product of understanding facts about 

the war, but instead arise from an emotional response to it.  While the laws 

of logic can be applied to the world of facts there is, notoriously, no logic of 
emotions.  

 

b. Hume’s Law 
 

A related comment by Hume reaffirms this fact/value distinction and is 

sometimes known as Hume’s Law.  Hume’s Law states ‘You can’t get an 
‘ought’ from an ‘is’’ which sums up somewhat sloganistically a comment 

made by Hume in a footnote of his Treatise.  What Hume is claiming is that 

although reason can aid us in deriving factual conclusions from factual 

premises we cannot ever derive moral conclusions from factual premises.   
 

An example might help illustrate this point.  Consider the following 

argument: 
 

Paris is in France. 

France is in Europe. 

Therefore, Paris is in Europe. 
 

This argument is valid because once we accept the two premises we are 

committed to accepting the conclusion on pain of contradiction.  I would be 
contradicting myself if I tried to maintain that Paris is in France and that 

France was is Europe while denying that Paris was in Europe.  Notice how 

the two premises are ‘is’ statements (ie. they are factual claims) and the 
conclusion is also an ‘is’ statement (ie. it is also a factual claim).   

 

Now consider this next example: 

 
A human is a creature with canine teeth. 

A canine tooth is specifically adapted for eating meat. 

Therefore humans ought to eat meat. 
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This argument is very different from the previous one.  Just because it is 
an empirical fact that humans have canine teeth designed for eating meat, 

it does not necessarily follow that we therefore ought to eat meat.  It would 

involve no contradiction to accept those premises while rejecting that 

conclusion.  This is because the conclusion is a value statement while the 
premises are factual statements and this example seems to confirm the 

notion that one cannot be derived from the other. 

 
c. The Naturalistic Fallacy 

 

The Naturalistic Fallacy is a term coined by G.E. Moore (1873-1958) who 

further developed Hume’s argument that matters of value can’t be deduced 
from matters of fact.  Moore’s target is those Naturalist philosophers who 

believe that goodness can be equated with natural properties in the world.   

 
There have been many attempts in traditional philosophy to prove that 

moral statements pick out features of the world or that goodness is an 

observable property.  Some Hedonists have argued that goodness is 
identical with the natural quality of pleasure.  Ethical Egoists also define 

good in terms of pleasure but argue that that is the agent’s personal 

pleasure rather than the pleasure of the wider community.  Theological 

Moral Realists have suggested that God’s will determines what is right 
and wrong so the word ‘good’ might be synonymous with ‘conforming to 

the will of God as revealed in the scriptures’.  

 
Moore rejects all of these attempted definitions of the term good claiming 

that they all commit the naturalistic fallacy of wrongly believing that moral 

qualities can be simply reduced to statements about observable 
characteristics.  He attempts to demonstrate this by appealing to what is 

known as his open question argument. 

 

In this argument Moore points out that if ‘good’ simply meant the same 
thing as ‘pleasurable’ then it wouldn’t make sense to ask a question like 

‘Eating chips is pleasurable but is it good?’  We could easily agree that it 

might be pleasurable to eat chips without having to agree that it is morally 
good.  Even after we have settled the matter of whether eating chips is 

pleasurable or not, it still remains an ‘open question’ whether it is morally 

good or not.  However, this can’t be the case if ‘morally good’ just meant 

the same thing as ‘pleasurable’.  
 

Notice how with genuine synonyms we do generate nonsensical questions.  

For example, the word ‘bachelor’ is synonymous with ‘unmarried male’ so 
it must be nonsensical to ask, ‘Mr Jones is a bachelor but is he 

unmarried?’  Since bachelorhood and being unmarried are the same thing 

it simply doesn’t make sense to ask this question unless you don’t know 
what the terms mean.  However, since it does make sense to ask such 

questions with regard to our attempt to define moral goodness in terms of 

pleasure, it follows that the terms are not synonymous.  

 
Moreover, not only is it the case that ‘good’ can’t be synonymous with 

‘pleasure’, but it is also the case that it cannot be synonymous with any 

natural quality we choose to pick.  Moore claims that any attempt to 
provide a definition for moral terms will fail because for Moore, moral 

goodness is a non-natural property. 
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Moore then goes on to use this as a basis for supporting his controversial 
intuitionist theory of ethics but even if we do not accept his general theory 

we can still take his notions of the naturalistic fallacy and his open question 

argument as reason to support the view that the world of empirical facts 

and the world of values are nonetheless distinct.  The Emotivist A.J. Ayer 
does precisely this when he says ‘ethical judgements are not reducible to 

propositions about psychology or indeed empirical propositions of any 

kind’.   

 
3. Are Moral Judgements Capable of being True or False? 

 
Emotivism claims that moral statements like ‘the death penalty is unjust’ are not 

capable of being true and false like other statements are.  Ayer thinks that 

statements need to be either true or false to be meaningful at all so, for Ayer, this 
means that moral judgements are technically meaningless, or if they are 

meaningful then they are meaningful in a sense which is very different from 

Ayer’s.  It is therefore worth briefly examining the reasons why philosophers like 
Ayer have claimed that moral judgements cannot be true or false. 

 

a. Ayer and the Verification Principle 
 

To understand how Ayer arrives at Emotivism we must first make sense of 

the central notion of his philosophy known as the verification principle.  

The verification principle is tool used by Ayer and many others in the 
logical positivist movement, to identify meaningful statements and 

differentiate them from meaningless ones.  We might paraphrase the 

verification principle as follows: 
 

A sentence will only be meaningful if it is either true by definition or if it can, 

in principle, be verified by observation. 
 

In other words, Ayer is introducing a technical definition of meaningfulness 

which only allows for two types of genuine statement: statements like ‘all 

bachelors are unmarried’, which are true or false in virtue of the definition 
of the words; and statements like ‘my cat is a tabby’ where the truth or 

falsity can’t be deduced from the meanings of the words, but needs to be 

discovered using sense experience.  In philosophy, statements that are 
true by definition are known as analytic statements and statements that 

are not true by definition are known as synthetic statements.   

 

This distinction matters because, according to Ayer, only meaningful 
statements can be said to be true or false. 

 

Consider the following three statements: 
 

1. A dog is a mammal. 

2. All pigs can fly. 
3. All radishes believe midnight. 

 

Now, the first statement is both meaningful and true: a dog is indeed a 

mammal.  The second statement is also meaningful but it happens to be 
false: pigs cannot fly.  The third statement is slightly different however 

because it isn’t either true or false, it is simply meaningless. 
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It doesn’t describe a state of affairs that can be true or false, radishes 
aren’t things that could hold beliefs and even if they could, midnight isn’t 

something that can be believed. These sentences are in fact not genuine 

statements at all. 

 
b. The Verification Principle and Value Judgements 

 

So far, the only propositions that Ayer has deemed meaningful have been 
factual statements like ‘My cat is a tabby’, ‘Water boils at 100 degrees 

centigrade’, or mathematical or definitional statements like ‘2+2=4’ or ‘My 

cat is feline’.  However these are not the only types of statement that 

ordinary people think are meaningful.  Most people also think that value 
statements like ‘Charity is good’, ‘Stealing is wrong’ and Roses are 

beautiful’ are meaningful. 

 
Ayer can now subject theses sentences to the test of the verification 

principle.  Let’s take ‘stealing is wrong’ as an example.  Is this statement 

true by definition, like ‘2+2=4’? Is it empirically verifiable, like ‘My cat is a 
tabby’? Or is it simply meaningless, like ‘All radishes believe midnight’?  

 

Ayer argues that it is not true by definition that stealing is wrong.  If it were 

we know that it was wrong a priori, but we don’t know this, hence the first 
alternative of the verification principle has failed.  Ayer then goes on to 

argue that moral judgements are not empirically verifiable either.  In other 

words they do not state facts about the world and so fail the second 
alternative of the verification principle.  

 

Ayer’s negative claim is that the sentence ‘Stealing is wrong’ is more like 
‘All radishes believe midnight’ than it is like ‘2+2=4’ or ‘My cat is a tabby’ – 

at least insofar as there is no way of verifying them either a priori or a 

posteriori.  In other words neither sentence is meaningful in his technical 

sense at all, and both are incapable of being true or false.   
 

4. Moral Judgements as Expressions of Emotion 
 

The very existence of ethical judgements, however, poses an objection to Ayer’s 

approach because they suggest that there is a separate category of propositions, 

which is neither analytic nor empirically verifiable, yet is nonetheless widely used 
in all human societies in a variety of situations, including guiding the actions of 

others.  This requires the other person to understand the moral utterance – but if 

moral judgements are technically meaningless then what is it they understand, 
and what are we doing when we describe actions as good or bad?  Ayer therefore 

needs an account of moral judgements, which does not contradict the central 

tenets of his theory.  His solution is very sympathetic to the one more fully 
developed by his contemporary C. L. Stevenson. 

 

a. Stevenson and Emotive Meaning 

 
In his article ‘The Emotive Meaning of Ethical Terms’ (1937), Stevenson 

agrees with Ayer that moral utterances like ‘Murder is wrong’ may indeed 

have no factual significance.  However, this does not mean that such 
utterances have no purpose or effect.   
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Stevenson argues that language has two principle uses which he calls the 
descriptive use and the dynamic use.  He uses the example ‘I am loaded 

down with work’ to draw this distinction.  The descriptive use is when we 

want to communicate some belief or record some fact.  So, part of what I 

might be doing when I say, ‘I am loaded down with work’ is to inform 
another of how busy I am.  The dynamic use is when we employ a 

statement to express our feelings or provoke others to feel or behave in a 

certain way.  So I might say to someone that I am loaded down with work 
in order to express my misery at being so overworked or to get them to 

take some of my workload from me.   

 

When we apply this distinction to moral statements we can accept that 
they may indeed have no factual significance but this doesn’t stop them 

having what he calls an emotive meaning.  The emotive meaning of a 

term is the ‘aura of feeling which hovers about a word’ which makes it 
particularly suited to a particular dynamic use.  In the case of moral terms, 

the chief dynamic use is to express either the approving or disapproving 

feelings of the speaker.  An example might help illustrate this point.  
Compare the following two statements: 

 

1.You have been economical with the truth. 

2.You are a liar. 
 

Both statements might both be appropriately used in the same situation but 

the second one also more successfully expresses an attitude of 
condemnation or disapproval than the first.  It is this emotive meaning that 

enables moral judgements to convey much more than their literal content.  

‘Lying is wrong’, for example, emotively conveys a number of attendant 
suggestions such as ‘I don’t like lying’, ‘You should not like lying’ and ‘We 

should disapprove of liars’.   

 

The function of ethical words then, according to Ayer and Stevenson, is 
entirely ‘emotive’.  In other words, all they do is give vent to a feeling in the 

same way as sneezing or saying ‘Ouch’.  In saying this, Ayer and 

Stevenson are likening moral statements to other expressions of emotion, 
like when we say ‘Boo!’ when we disapprove of something, or ‘Hooray!’ 

when we approve of it.  The word ‘Hooray!’ can have a function or purpose 

without it being true or false.  The function of ‘Hooray!’ is simply to express 

your approval of something but it would be odd to say that ‘Hooray!’ was 
true or false: that would be to misunderstand the function of the word 

‘Hooray!’  Thus, an Emotivist account of the phrase ‘Stealing is wrong’ 

would be that it means the same as ‘Boo to stealing!’ or ‘Down with 
stealing!’  It is not surprising then that, in some textbooks, the theory of 

Emotivism is referred to as the Boo-Hooray Theory. 

 
b. The Role of Moral Discourse 

 

If we accept Ayer and Stevenson’s account of moral terms as being simply 

expressions of emotion, the question still remains as to why we have moral 
discourse at all.  Why do we bother having debates and discussions about 

moral issues like euthanasia and abortion?  Why do we recommend some 

courses of action and discourage others, if, as Ayer says, none of these 
moral terms has a truth-value?   
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Ayer and Stevenson have so far already provided us with one reason for 
moral discourse: to evince emotion.  This has significant consequences for 

their account of moral disagreement.  Imagine a situation where two 

people are arguing about the rights and wrongs of the death penalty.  Fred 

thinks that it is acceptable and Wilma thinks that it is not.  According to 
Ayer, these two people are not essentially arguing about facts.  No amount 

of rational discussion will ever lead to agreement because moral 

statements are not statements of fact.  They are simply expressing 
differing emotional attitudes to the issue and no matter how sophisticated 

their arguments they can all essentially be reduced to: ‘Boo to the death 

penalty!’; ‘No. Hooray for the death penalty!’  

 
Stevenson’s elaboration of the theory however provides another role of 

moral discourse by pointing out that phrases like ‘Stealing is wrong’ not 

only express our hostility to stealing, but also has the function of making 
others share that hostility.  During an ethical argument we are trying to 

persuade others to approve or disapprove of the same things as us.  So, 

according to Stevenson, in saying ‘charity work is good’ we are effectively 
communicating the notion that ‘I like charity work; please do so as well’.   
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Comments and Criticisms of Emotivism 
 

1. Is Emotivism Incompatible with Common Views about Morality? 

 
Emotivism seems convincing in the way it captures important aspects of our use 

of moral language.  It is certainly true that part of the reason we use moral 

language is because we want to express how we feel about an issue and want to 
persuade others to share our feelings.  Moreover, it certainly is true that using 

emotive language is extremely effective in changing the attitudes of others.  

Advertisers and fundraisers are very skilled at choosing words for their dynamic 

impact.  However, whether this is all we want to do when we use these terms is 
less certain.   

 

We sometimes talk about morality as though it is something we can reason and 
think about intelligently.  We also use the language of facts when we describe 

moral matters.  We say sentences like ‘I know that stealing is wrong’; ‘He 

believes that the death penalty is justifiable’; ‘It is not true that charity is always a 
good thing’.  However, emotivism seems to reduce all such moral discourse as 

outbursts of emotion which arguably makes all these statements either false or 

meaningless. 

 
Furthermore, emotivists can’t explain what makes a moral expression any 

different from other sorts of expression.  For example, statements about religion 

and art are also neither true nor false according to Ayer.  ‘God is good’ and ‘Roses 
are beautiful’ are similarly technically meaningless (ie. they too lack a truth-value) 

because they do not pass the test of the verification principle.  However, if 

statements about morality, religion and art are all equally meaningless, why do we 

treat them as being crucially different from one another?  For example, it is clear 
that we treat statements about paintings differently from statements about moral 

behaviour because while I want and expect everyone to behave as I do, I do not 

necessarily want or expect people to like the same paintings that I do.  Emotivism 
cannot account for this difference with regard to moral attitudes. 

 

 
2. Judging Competing Moral Claims 

 

However, by abandoning moral objectivism altogether emotivism leaves us ill 

equipped to explain how we can resolve any disagreements between supporters 
of divergent first-order ethical principles.  If morality is not grounded in facts, there 

will never be any way of establishing that child torture is objectively wrong or to 

refute the contention that world starvation is just as valid a moral goal as the 
abolition of poverty.  

 

One response to this accusation might be to stress that emotivism, strictly 
speaking, is simply a meta-ethical theory of moral language.  One could therefore 

argue that one could accept it as an account of what we are doing when we 

describe an action as right or wrong without being committed to the metaphysical 

and epistemological issues of whether there are objective ethical truths and how 
we might get to know them. 
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However, notwithstanding this defence of Emotivism, we might still need to 
change the way we think about disagreement altogether.  According to emotivism, 

when two people support opposing moral views they are not actually disagreeing 

about facts at all, they are simply disagreeing in the emotions they express 

towards the issue (I am saying ‘boo’ to fox hunting and you are saying ‘hooray’). 
Disagreement in the conventional sense, that is the sort of disagreement we have 

when I think Paris is in France and you think Paris is in Germany, doesn’t really 

exist in the realm of morality.  
 

If we disagree about facts we can have an argument directed at establishing the 

facts and raising salient points in an effort to persuade one another.  However, 

merely expressing different emotions at one another is not an argument at all so 
we might be committed to the view that if we accept emotivism then there is no 

such thing as moral arguments.  

 
Furthermore, if, as Stevenson claims, all moral discourse is just an attempt to 

persuade others to share the same attitudes as us, then this might account for 

some types of moral discourse but it does not account for debates and 
discussions that we have with people who already share our views on a moral 

issue.  What are we doing on these occasions? We are certainly not trying to 

‘persuade them to adopt our own attitude’.  Furthermore, what about occasions 

when we are just thinking over what to do in our own minds when we are alone?  
Are we just expressing our emotions to ourselves?  Why would we bother doing 

this? 

 
 



Support Notes: Higher Philosophy 
 
 

 
 

Scottish Further Education Unit 55 

 
 

 

Higher Philosophy 
 

Moral Philosophy Unit  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Normative Ethics and Meta-Ethics 

A Glossary of 
Terms 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Class Notes 
 



Support Notes: Higher Philosophy 
 
 

 
 

Scottish Further Education Unit 56 

 

Act Utilitarianism: 
A type of Utilitarianism that holds that the moral worth of each action depends upon 

whether it individually on that occasion produced the greatest happiness. 

 

Aggregate: 
A sum total of something amassed out of parts. 

 

Altruism: 
An unselfish concern for the welfare of others.  Its opposite is selfishness or egoism. 

 

Analyse: 

To scrutinise, examine or break something apart into its constituent components. 
 

Analytic Proposition:  

A proposition which is true (or false) in virtue of the meanings of the terms used to 
express it, eg. ‘Bachelors are unmarried males’. In some accounts it is said that the 

meaning of the predicate term is ‘contained’ within the meaning of the subject term. (See 

‘synthetic’ for contrast). 
 

A Posteriori:  

Able only to be determined by sense experience, eg. ‘My jumper is blue’. (See ‘a priori’ 

for contrast.) 
 

A Priori:  

Able to be determined without the use of sense experience, eg. ‘All red roses are red’. 
(See ‘a posteriori’ for contrast.) 

 

Argument: 
A series of statements, some of which (the premises) are presented to convince someone 

of some new fact or claim (the conclusion). 

 

Authority: 
The moral right to exercise some power.  However, having the authority to do something 

is not the same as having the power or ability, eg. the state may have authority to fine 

everyone who drops litter but may not have the ability or means to exercise this authority 
on every occasion. 

 

Boo-Hooray Theory/Boo Hurrah Theory: 

An informal name for emotivism. 
 

Categorical Imperative: 

An unconditional principle that is binding on everyone.  Often contrasted with hypothetical 
imperatives which are only binding if you want to achieve some particular goal or end. 

 

Coercion:  
Being forced to do something against your will. 

 

Cognitivism: 

The meta-ethical theory that moral statements can be known to be true or false. 
 

Communitarian: 

Relating to a collective or community of individuals. 
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Competent Judges: 
A term used by Mill to describe people best placed to judge between higher and lower 

pleasures.  Competent judges are those who have experienced both sorts of pleasure. 

 

Conclusion:  
The statement, usually introduced by ‘Therefore’ or ‘So’, in an argument which the other 

statements together aim to support.  When arguments are analysed, the conclusion is 

usually stated after the premises. 
 

Consequentialism: 

The view common to any first-order ethical theory that holds that the consequences of an 

action are the primary factor in calculating its moral worth. 
 

Contingent:  

A type of proposition which refers to an actual state of affairs that could have been 
otherwise, eg. ‘Edinburgh is the capital of Scotland’. While it is true that Edinburgh is the 

capital of Scotland, it could have been otherwise (and in fact it has been otherwise in the 

past). (See ‘necessary’ for contrast.) 
 

Contradiction:  

Asserting that something both is and is not the case at the same time. Eg. Tony Blair 

cannot be and not be the Prime Minister at the same time.  He either is, or he is not the 
Prime Minister; he cannot be both.   

 

Contradiction in Conception: 
In Kant’s philosophy this is a contradiction, which some impermissible maxims are guilty 

of, because they attempt to will a logically impossible state of affairs. 

 
Contradiction in the Will: 

In Kant’s philosophy this is a contradiction which some impermissible maxims are guilty of 

because, although they are possible to conceive, they are inconsistent with other maxims 

which any rational person would wish to assent to at some point. 
 

Deduction/Deductive Reasoning: 

The process by which conclusions are derived from premises.  Reasoning from universal 
premises to particular conclusions.  If you accept the premises of a valid deductive 

argument you can’t deny its conclusion without contradicting yourself. 

 

Democratic: 
A political theory or practice concerned with representing the interests of everyone rather 

than an exclusive group. 

 
Deontology/Deontological: 

The ethical theory that the moral worth of an action is intrinsic to the act itself rather than 

its consequences.  Kant’s deontological approach argued that moral obligation lay in 
doing one’s duty. 

 

Divine Illumination: 

A process, postulated by St Augustine, by which God directly imparts knowledge of 
moral, religious or other truth by direct intervention in our minds. 

 

Duty: 
An action that a person is morally or legally obliged to perform. 
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Duty Ethics: 
Another word for deontological theories which focus on duty as the source of moral worth. 

 

Egoism/Ethical Egoism/Psychological Egoism: 

The ethical theory that morality is based upon purely selfish interests rather than any 
concern for others.  Psychological Egoism is the view that we in fact can’t help acting in 

our own interests. 

 
Elitist: 

Serving the interests or representing the views of an exclusive minority. 

 

Emotivism: 
Usually regarded as a subjectivist ethical theory which claims that moral statements are 

simply expressions of emotion and are neither true nor false. 

 
Empirical knowledge:  

Knowledge gained through experience, using the various senses, as opposed to the 

knowledge that a mind might be able to discover working on its own without reference to 
the world.  

 

Empiricism:  

The epistemological theory which maintains that knowledge is impossible without the use 
of sense experience. It also denies the existence of innate ideas, ie. the view that our 

minds at birth have concepts before the use of our senses. Classical empiricists include 

Locke, Berkeley and Hume.  
 

Epistemology:  

One of the main branches of philosophy along with metaphysics and ethics. Epistemology 
is the study of knowledge, and the processes by which we acquire knowledge.  

 

Equity/Equity Principle: 

The first order-ethical theory that everyone’s interests are of equal importance or at least 
are worthy of equal consideration. 

 

Ethical Subjectivism: 
The meta-ethical theory that morality is a matter of subjective taste or opinion.  

 

Extrinsic: 

Extraneous, originating from outside of a thing. 
 

Fact/Value gap: 

The alleged distinction between moral propositions and factual propositions and the 
attendant claim that one cannot be reduced to or derived from the other. 

 

Fallacy:  
An argument or form of argument which is guilty of faulty reasoning. 

 

Felicific Calculus: 

Another name for the Hedonic Calculus. 
 

Hedonic Calculus: 

A method proposed by Jeremy Bentham of calculating how much utility an action 
produces. 
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Hedonism/Hedonic Principle: 
The first-order ethical theory that whether an action is morally right or wrong depends on 

whether it promotes the maximum pleasure. 

 

Higher Pleasures: 
A term used by Mill to describe intellectual pleasures such as literature, art or music, as 

opposed to the ‘lower’ physical pleasures. 

 
Hume’s Law: 

A term sometimes used to describe the view attributed to David Hume that value 

judgements cannot be derived from factual statements. 

 
Hypothetical Imperative: 

A conditional principle that is only binding if you want to achieve some particular goal or 

end.  Contrasted by Kant with categorical imperatives which are unconditionally binding. 
 

Inclination: 

A tendency, disposition or desire to behave in a particular way or to choose one course of 
action over another.  Kant contrasts inclination with duty as a motive for action. 

 

Incommensurable: 

Not able to be compared or measured on the same scale.  For example, oranges are 
incommensurable with Philosophy exams – unless one invents a common yardstick, such 

as cost. 

 
Induction/Inductive Reasoning: 

The process by which general conclusions are derived from a limited number of individual 

cases, usually empirical observations.   
 

Inference: 

The process of deriving a conclusion from a set of premises.  

 
Innate knowledge: 

Knowledge that we are born with.  For example, philosophers have variously claimed that 

mathematical truths, moral truths and religious truths have been innate.  This view is 
supported by many rationalist philosophers such as Plato and Descartes. 

 

Intentions: 

What an agent wishes to achieve by an action. Or the agent’s consciousness of the 
nature of the action. 

 

Intrinsic: 
Relating to the inherent nature of a thing, eg. skydiving is an intrinsically dangerous 

activity. 

 
Intuition: 

Knowledge of something without using any rational or empirical processes; immediately 

perceiving that something is true. 

 
Invalid Argument:  

An argument in which the truth of the premises do not guarantee the truth of the 

conclusion, so that the conclusion cannot be inferred from the premises. 
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Justice: 
Concerned with fairness and equality, particularly in the distribution of goods or 

punishments. 

 

Kantianism: 
The moral views (and other views) of the Prussian philosopher Immanuel Kant. 

 

Laws of nature:  
Recognized patterns in the behaviour of phenomena in the natural world such as 

Newton’s laws of motion.  

 

Logical Positivism: 
A movement popular in the 1920s and 1930s which believed that philosophy should 

chiefly concern itself with the logical analysis of language and aid the sciences in 

identifying genuine propositions which were empirically verifiable. 
 

Lower Pleasures: 

A term used by Mill to describe non-intellectual pleasures such as food, drink and sex. 
 

Maxims: 

Underlying principles of action or rules of conduct such as ‘Don’t steal’. 

 
Meta-ethics: 

The study of the underlying concepts and language of morality rather than the practical 

issues of what ought and ought not to be done. 
 

Metaphysics:  

One of the main branches of philosophy which deals with fundamental questions about 
the nature of reality and existence.  Metaphysics is arguably about a collection of 

unrelated questions concerning space and time, the existence of God, the nature of the 

mind and the free will debate among others.  

 
Moral Dilemmas:  

An ethical problem which involves choosing between competing courses of action which 

may appear to be both morally praiseworthy or both morally blameworthy.  
 

Moral Law: 

The law of duty as regards what is right and wrong.  Kant claims we can identify the moral 

law by using reason while other philosophers have argued that we require God’s 
guidance to help us identify the Moral Law. 

 

Moral Philosophy: 
The branch of philosophy that studies the concepts of right and wrong.  It can be 

subdivided in Normative Ethics and Meta-ethics. 

 
Moral Realists/Moral Realism: 

The meta-ethical theory that there are objective moral qualities. 

 

Motives:  
The intentions for performing an action. 

 

Naturalism: 
The meta-ethical theory that moral terms refer to can be defined in terms of natural, 

empirically observable qualities. 
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Necessary Truth:  
A truth which cannot be otherwise than it is, eg. 2+2=4.  

 

Non-Cognitivism 

The meta-ethical theory that moral judgements are not assertions of something that can 
be true or false, but are instead performing other sorts of speech acts, such as giving vent 

to emotion. 

 
Non-Naturalism: 

The meta-ethical theory that moral terms do not refer to natural, observable qualities. 

 

Normative Ethics: 
The study of moral issues and the first order theories that attempt to resolve moral 

dilemmas.  Concerned with answering the question of what it is that makes an action right 

or wrong. 
 

Open Question Argument: 

An argument formulated by G.E. Moore which aims to show that Moral terms like ‘good’ 
and ‘bad’ are indefinable. 

 

Premise:  

Any statement in an argument which attempts to support the conclusion. 
 

Prescriptivism: 

A non-descriptivist ethical theory which claims that moral statements function like 
commands or pieces of advice and are therefore neither true nor false. 

 

Proposition:  
Whatever is expressed by a sentence, eg. ‘The grass is green’.  All propositions have a 

truth-value, ie. are either true or false.  Questions and commands cannot express 

propositions. 

 
Prudent: 

Careful or sensible.  Often contrasted in philosophical contexts with ‘moral’ or ‘altruistic’.  

So paying our taxes would not count as moral, no matter if the poor benefit, because my 
reason is self-interested or prudential. 

 

Pseudo: 

Pronounced ‘syoo-doe’.  A prefix found in terms like ‘pseudo-science’ or ‘pseudo-problem’ 
which means ‘fake’ or ‘false’.  Hence, a pseudo-problem is not a real problem at all. 

 

Qualitative: 
Concerned with evaluating the non-measurable features of an object.  A qualitative 

measure of a cake might be how tasty it is as opposed to a quantitative measure such as 

how heavy it is.  
 

Quantitative: 

Concerned with quantities or amounts of things.  A quantitative measure of a cake might 

be how heavy it is as opposed to a qualitative measure such as how tasty it is. 
 

Quantify: 

To measure. 
 



Support Notes: Higher Philosophy 
 
 

 
 

Scottish Further Education Unit 62 

 

Rationalism:  
A major theory in epistemology which claims that knowledge is primarily acquired through 

reason and deduction rather than sense experience.   

 

Reductivism: 
The view that sentences about one subject can be explained in terms of (‘reduced’) to 

sentences about another, simpler subject.  For example, it is reductive to claim that all 

human action can be accounted for in terms of the chemistry of our brains, or that the 
properties of carbon can be accounted for entirely by the subatomic arrangement of its 

atoms.  

 

Retributive Punishment: 
Punishing someone simply because they deserve it rather than for any good benefits it 

might have for the criminal or society as a whole. 

 
Right/Rights:  

Entitlements to particular forms of treatment or respect, eg. the right to free speech. 

 
Rule Utilitarianism: 

A type of Utilitarianism that holds that the moral worth of each action depends upon 

whether it accords with rules which in turn are justified by their tendency to promote the 

greatest happiness. 
 

Scepticism:  

The view that knowledge is impossible to attain. Sceptics may be global sceptics 
(sceptics who deny that knowledge of any kind is impossible to attain) or local sceptics 

(sceptics who deny that knowledge in particular areas is impossible to attain). 

 
Sovereignty:  

Absolute right to exercise a power. 

 

Special Obligations: 
Moral obligations that one may have towards specific individuals by virtue of one’s 

relationship with them, eg. to your parents or children.  

 
Supererogatory Actions: 

Actions which go beyond our ordinary duties as moral agents such as giving up your life 

to save another, which though morally commendable is not generally regarded as 

obligatory. 
 

Synthetic: 

Not true by definition.  Synthetic statements assert a connection between otherwise 
unrelated concepts, eg. ‘My cat is overweight’. 

 

Teleological: 
Explaining things in terms of their goal or ends.  Sometimes used as a synonym for 

consequentialist. 

 

Theological Moral Realism: 
The first-order ethical theory that right and wrong can be objectively discerned by 

following God’s will as revealed by scripture or organised religion. 

 
Truth-value: 

The state of being either true or false. 
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Universalise/Universalisability:  
The ability of moral judgements to be applied equally to all in similar situations. 

 

Utilitarianism: 

The first-order moral theory that an action is right if it maximises aggregate happiness. 
 

Valid Argument:  

An argument in which the truth of the premises guarantees the truth of the, so that the 
conclusion can be inferred from the premises. 

 

Verificationism/Verification Principle: 

The principle supported by logical positivism which claims that the only meaningful 
expressions are those which are either true by definition or those which can, in principle, 

be verified by empirical observation. 

 
Virtue Ethics: 

First-order ethical theories such as that of Aristotle, which focus on the acquisition of 

qualities of character (such as bravery, wisdom or self-discipline) as the basis of moral 
worth. 



Support Notes: Higher Philosophy 
 
 

 
 

Scottish Further Education Unit 64 

 
2. Sample Activities  
 
2.1 Individual Reading Activities 
 

The following questions are based on the text Philosophy: The Classics by Nigel 

Warburton (published by Routledge.)  It is an inexpensive book, which is already widely 
used by centres in the delivery of Higher Philosophy.  The chapter numbers used in the 

following exercises relate to the second edition.  However the first edition of the book is 

also perfectly well suited to these exercises as chapters 14, 16, 17 and 21 in the second 
edition are identical to chapters 11, 13, 14 and 18 in the first edition, respectively.   

 

The following questions would make good individual reading and comprehension 

exercises or could be used as homework with marks out of 20 or 30 assigned to them as 
appropriate. 
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Mill: Utilitarianism 
 
Reading Questions 
 
Read chapter 17 of Philosophy: The Classics (second edition) by Nigel Warburton and 

answer the following questions as you go along.  Use a separate sheet for answers. 

 
1. Who promoted a ‘crude’ version of Utilitarianism before Mill? 

 

2. Why is the slogan ‘pushpin is as worthwhile as poetry’ significant for crude 

Utilitarians? 
 

3. What is Mill’s ‘Greatest Happiness Principle’? 

 
4. Give two beliefs shared by Bentham and Mill. 

 

5. Why is the phrase ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ a misleading 
definition of Utilitarianism? 

 

6. What is the primary area of difference between Bentham and Mill? 

 
7. Why is the slogan ‘better to be a man dissatisfied than a pig satisfied’ significant 

for Mill? 

 
8. What is Mill’s justification for the superior status of ‘higher’ pleasures? 

 

9. What is the problem with this justification? 

 
10. On what grounds does Mill think we can prove that Utilitarianism is true? 

 

11. Who first pointed out some of the logical errors in Mill’s arguments? 
 

12. ‘If something is visible it can be seen, so if something is desirable it can be 

desired’.  What is wrong with this argument? 
 

13. What other moral theory could Mill’s arguments actually support? 

 

14. Is Utilitarianism any good when we have to make snap decisions? 
 

15. What two stages does Mill claim that Utilitarianism has? 

 
16. Do you think these stages suggest that Mill is a ‘Rule’ or an ‘Act’ Utilitarian? 

 

17. Why does the distinction between higher and lower pleasures cause problems for 
Mill? 

 

18. What problems does Utilitarianism pose when applied to punishment? 

 
19. How would a Rule Utilitarian approach avoid these problems? 

 

20. Would Mill have supported such an approach? 
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Mill: On Liberty 
 
Reading Questions 
 

Read chapter 16 of Philosophy: The Classics (second edition) by Nigel Warburton and 
answer the following questions as you go along.  Use a separate sheet for answers. 

 

1. What is ‘Paternalism’? 
 

2. On what occasions is paternalism justified? 

 
3. Who wrote On Liberty?  

 

4. What is the ‘Harm Principle’? 

 
5. On what grounds does Mill justify individual freedom? 

 

6. What is the connection between empiricism and Utilitarianism? 
 

7. What common political concept does Mill expressly reject? 

 

8. What is the ‘tyranny of the majority’? 
 

9. Does Mill think that ‘causing offence’ is a type of harm?  Do you? 

 
10. When is censorship justified according to Mill? 

 

11. According to Mill, why should we listen to views which we know are false? 
 

12. How does subjecting our views to criticism benefit us? 

 

13. Why might a Theocracy oppose Mill’s Utilitarianism? 
 

14. Why might public nudism cause problems for Mill? 

 
15. Why might compulsory immunisation cause problems for Mill? 

 

16. Could Mill support a mental cruelty defence in a murder trial? 
 

17. What is the difference between ‘intrinsic’ and ‘instrumental’ value? 

 

18. Could Mill defend the freedom to break bad news? 
 

19. What is the difference between ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ freedom, and which does 

Mill support? 
 

20. Why have some people argued that we can ‘force people to be free’? 
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Kant: Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals 
 
Reading Questions 
 
Read chapter 14 of Philosophy: The Classics (second edition) by Nigel Warburton and 

answer the following questions as you go along.  Use a separate sheet for answers. 
 

1. What determines the morality of an action according to Kant? 

 

2. What is meant by the claim that morality is ‘objective?’ 

 
3. Why is a ‘good will’ the only thing that is good unconditionally? 

 

4. Which moral theory is usually contrasted with Kant’s theory?  
 

5. If a shopkeeper always gives you the correct change are they necessarily acting 

out of duty? 
 

6. What is the difference between acting out of duty and acting out of inclination or 

compassion? 

 
7. Why does Kant think that people who have a compassionate nature aren’t always 

morally praiseworthy? 

 
8. What is a ‘maxim’ according to Kant?  Illustrate your answer with an example. 

 

9. What is the difference between a ‘hypothetical’ imperative and a ‘categorical’ 

imperative? 
 

10. State the first formulation of the categorical imperative.  

 
11. What does it mean for an action to be ‘universalisable’? 

 

12. State the second formulation of the categorical imperative.  
 

13. What sorts of behaviour might this second formulation rule out?  Give an example. 

 

14. State the third formulation of the categorical imperative.  
 

15. What aspect of morality is does this formulation highlight? 

 
16. Why might Aristotle have disagreed with Kant? 

 

17. What advantage might Utilitarianism have over Kantianism? 
 

18. What is the most common criticism of Kant’s theory?  

 

19. Why might animal rights be excluded in Kant’s approach? 
 

20. Does Kant argue that acting in line with our emotions is always wrong? 
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A.J. Ayer: Language, Truth and Logic 
 
Reading Questions 
 
Read chapter 21 of Philosophy: The Classics (second edition) by Nigel Warburton and 

answer the following questions as you go along.  Use a separate sheet for answers. 

 
1. How does Ayer demonstrate that a ‘… huge swathe of philosophical writing is 

simply nonsensical …’? 

 

2. What, according to Ayer, is the real business of philosophy?  
 

3. Whose philosophy is Ayer’s work based on? 

 
4. Give an example of a statement that is neither true nor false? 

 

5. What two questions does the Verification Principle ask of each statement under 
analysis? 

 

6. What is Ayer’s definition of a ‘proposition’?  

 
7. What does ‘putative’ mean?   

 

8. Give an example of how a proposition can be true by definition. 
 

9. How do we assess whether an empirical statement is true? 

 

10. What does Ayer mean by ‘verifiable’? 
 

11. Why does Ayer think that a statement like ‘the moon is made of cream cheese’ is 

meaningful?  
 

12. What three possibilities are there when considering any putative proposition? 

 
13. What is the distinction between ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ senses of verification and 

which does Ayer advocate?  

 

14. What have critics pointed out about this distinction?  
 

15. How does metaphysics differ from poetry, according to Ayer?  

 
16. What subject does Ayer see philosophy as being a branch of?  

  

17. Why is the problem of induction not a problem for Ayer? 
 

18. What are the only two possible justifications of induction according to Ayer?  

 

19. Why are both of these justifications of induction ‘non-starters’?  
 

20. If mathematical propositions are true by definition, then how does Ayer think it is 

possible to make surprising discoveries in mathematics?  
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A.J. Ayer: Language, Truth and Logic 
 
Reading Questions (Continued) 
 

21. What four types of statement does Ayer identify in ethical philosophy?  
 

22. Which of these four is the only type of statement which philosophy should concern 

itself with?  
 

23. What name is given to Ayer’s theory about the meaning of ethical judgments? 

 
24. Why can’t statements like ‘stealing is wrong’ be shown to be true or false 

according to Ayer? 

 

25. Why does Ayer think the statement ‘God exists’ is meaningless?  
 

26. How does Ayer’s approach to religion differ from that of atheists or agnostics?  

 
27. Why does Ayer’s insistence that propositions be ‘verifiable in principle’ cause 

difficulties?  

 

28. Is it always possible to tell if a proposition is true by definition?  
 

29. What is Quine’s objection to Ayer’s approach? 

 
30. How does Ayer tackle the objection that the Verification Principle is not itself 

verifiable? 
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2.2 Group Tasks 
 

A number of possible exercises are included below relating to the three main areas of the 
unit.  These would be most fruitfully undertaken in pairs or groups to stimulate learner 

interaction and debate and should be undertaken at appropriate points in delivery, after 

the relevant sections of theory have been thoroughly outlined. 

 
When undertaking philosophical activities, students often think that their teacher/lecturer 

should arbitrate in areas of strong disagreement or controversy.  However students 

should be reminded that philosophy is not like maths or physics - problems and questions 
which are difficult to solve may in fact be exposing a weakness in the concept or theory 

that the exercise is designed to investigate.  Needless to say, the class activity need not 

end with the completion of the task but might also include feedback to the class and, 

more importantly, discussion of the issues raised and any conclusions reached.   
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Utilitarianism Activity 
 
Consequentialism v Deontology 
 

Consequentialists believe that we should perform certain acts because they have 
beneficial consequences while deontologists believe that the rightness of an act has 

nothing to do with the consequences and are instead located in the motive or the principle 

on which the action is based.   
 

In pairs or small groups decide whether each of the following statements are justified for 

consequentialist reasons or deontological reasons or both.  Be prepared to share your 
answers with the rest of the class.  

 

 

1. Drinking and driving is wrong.  You only have to look at the deaths it causes to 
see that. 

 

 
 

2. You should always study before an exam. 

 

 
 

3. I could never go to war because I think it’s wrong to kill. 

 
 

 

4. Always tell the truth. 
 

 

 

5. Always respect your elders. 
 

 

 
6. Never take sweets from strangers. 

 

 
 

7. Thou shalt not steal. 

 

 
 

8. Honour your father and your mother. 

 
 

 

9. Always help people who are less fortunate than yourself. 

 
 

 

10. Act in haste, repent at leisure. 
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Utilitarianism Activity 
 
Bentham’s Hedonic Calculus 
 

Bentham thinks that all pleasures can be rated by seven main principles.  These are:  
Intensity (How intense will the pleasure be?); Duration (How long will the pleasure last?); 

Certainty (How likely is the pleasure to happen?); Propinquity (How immediate or remote 

is the pleasure?); Fecundity (How likely is it to be followed by similar pleasures or how 
rarely is it experienced?); Purity (how likely is it to be followed by pain?); and Extent (How 

many people will experience the pleasure?) 

 
In pairs or small groups perform the hedonic calculus on the following pleasures to 

assess which ones are the best.   

 

• For the first six principles give each pleasure a score out of 5 where 1 is the 
lowest and 5 is the highest.  Total these scores.   

• Then multiply the overall score by the number of people you think will be 

affected.   
• When you have finished, use the scores to rank the pleasures in order of moral 

worth.  

• Then reflect on these results and write down any conclusions you have about 
Bentham’s calculus. 

  

Be prepared to share your answers with the rest of the class. 
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1. Going to the cinema with 
your two friends 

         

2. Painting a picture 
 

         

3. Watching TV with your 
brother 

         

4. Eating a cream cake 
 

         

5. Stroking a cat 
 

         

6. Passing a Higher exam 
 

         

7. Going to the opera with 
your parents 

         

8. Listening to your favourite 
CD alone 

         

9. Mowing your neighbour’s 
lawn 

         

10. Kissing your boyfriend or 
girlfriend. 
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Utilitarianism Activity 
 
Higher v Lower Pleasures 
 

John Stuart Mill argued that not all pleasures are the same.  Pleasures of the mind or the 
intellect are ‘higher’ pleasures and pleasures of the body are the ‘lower’ pleasures.  He 

also claimed that those who had experienced both would prefer the higher ones.   

 
In pairs or small groups firstly decide whether each of the following are higher or lower 

pleasures.  Then write down what conclusions you have reached concerning Mill’s 

distinction between higher and lower pleasures.  Be prepared to share your answers with 
the rest of the class.  

 

1. Going to the opera. 

 
2. Going to the cinema. 

 

3. Watching a football game. 
 

4. Eating a pie at the football. 

 
5. Reading the Times newspaper. 

 

6. Reading the Sun newspaper. 

 
7. Going out for a meal with your friends. 

 

8. Going clubbing with your friends. 
 

9. Setting your weekly budget. 

 

10. Going to your philosophy class. 
 

11. Going to your English class. 

 
12. Going to church. 

 

13. Watching Big Brother on TV. 
 

14. Working in McDonald’s. 

 

15. Going shopping for clothes. 
 

16. Having a massage. 

 
17. Decorating your bedroom. 

 

18. Doing some gardening. 
 

19. Painting a picture. 

 

20. Having a kiss. 
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Utilitarianism Activity 
 
The Equity Principle 

 

Utilitarians say that everyone’s happiness is of equal importance in our moral 
calculations but does this claim match our moral intuitions?  

 

In groups cut out the following cards and then rank them in order of importance with 
the most important at the top and the least important at the bottom.  If it helps you, 

imagine you are all on a desert island and you only have a limited supply of drinking 

water – would you just ration the water equally or would you prioritise some over 
others?  You are permitted to rank as many of them equally as you wish.  Be 

prepared to justify your rankings with the rest of the class. 

 

 
 

 

A Dog 

 
 

 

A Teenage Girl 

 
 

 

A 90-Year-Old Man 
 

 

 

 
 

 

A Millionaire 

 
 

 

An Ant 

 
 

 

A Tree 
 

 

 

 
 

 

A Doctor 

 
 

 

A Monkey 

 
 

 

A Pregnant Woman 
 

 

 

 
 

 

An Elephant 

 
 

 

A Homeless Person 

 
 

 

A Murderer 
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Utilitarianism Activity 
 
Act Utilitarianism v Rule Utilitarianism 
 

Act Utilitarians believed that situations should be evaluated individually on their own 
merits to see if they produce good consequences.  Rule Utilitarians on the other hand 

believe that we should generally stick to general rules or policies which tend to produce 

good consequences, even if on particular occasions they don’t.  
 

Your group will be allocated one or more of the following scenarios.  For your scenario(s) 

you must write answer the following questions:  
 

• What would an Act Utilitarian do and why? 

• What would a Rule Utilitarian do and why?  

• What would your group do and why? 
• Is your group’s answer a Utilitarian one?   

 

Appoint someone to feed back your answers to the rest of the class. 
 

1. Driving in your car, you come to a set of red traffic lights at a crossroads at two 

o’clock in the morning, and there is no one around for miles.  You are in a hurry to 
get home because your dog is sick and needs the medicine you have collected 

from an all night vet. 

 
2. You are in a shop and see a homeless woman with a baby slip a jar of coffee into 

her coat pocket.  The shop always prosecutes shoplifters.  Do you report the 

shoplifting? 
 

3. You are on a lifeboat with 10 other people and a dog.  The captain suggests that 

everyone’s chances of survival will be slightly enhanced by throwing the dog 

overboard.  He reasons that it is adding unnecessary weight to the boat and will 
need precious drinking water if it is to survive anyway.   

 

4. You are on a lifeboat with 10 other people and a rat.  The captain suggests that 
everyone’s chances of survival will be slightly enhanced by throwing the rat 

overboard.  He reasons that it is adding unnecessary weight to the boat and will 

need precious drinking water if it is to survive anyway.   

 
5. When drunk, a close friend confides in you that she has stolen a small sum of 

money from the company you both work for.  Later you learn that someone else in 

the company is being blamed for the theft and may lose his job.  Your friend 
refuses to come clean to the management. 

 

6. A surgeon tells you that your brother and sister are both seriously ill and may die.  
There is a medical procedure that would give them both another 5 years of life but 

would involve you donating organs that would reduce your life by an estimated 10 

years.  

 
7. A surgeon tells you that your brother and sister are both seriously ill and may die.  

There is a medical procedure that would give them both another 10 years of life 

but would involve you donating organs that would reduce your life by an estimated 
five years.  
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Kantianism Activity 
 
Maxims 
 

Kant uses the term ‘maxim’ to describe the underlying principle of an act.  For example, if 
I find money and I hand it in to the police then the maxim I am acting on might be ‘Always 

hand lost property in to the police’. 

 
In pairs or small groups consider the following scenarios and suggest possible maxims 

which could be underlying each action.  Be prepared to share your answers with the rest 

of the class.  
 

1. I am walking along the street and a homeless person asks me for money.  I walk 

by without saying anything. 
 

 

2. A friend lends me a DVD that I haven’t seen.  He asks me to return it next 
Tuesday.  By the next Tuesday I still haven’t had the chance to watch it but I 

return it to him anyway. 
 

 

3. A man in a car drives up to me and says that he needs help finding where the 
airport is.  He offers me £30 if I will get in the car and direct him there.  I take him 

up on his offer. 

 
 

4. I am at a party and someone at the party starts smoking cannabis.  They pass it 

around but I just pass it along to the next person without taking any. 
 

 
5. My mother asks me to go to the local shops for her.  I say yes.  She asks me to 

buy her 2 packets of cigarettes so I withdraw the offer and refuse. 

 
 

6. I am in a club and a fight breaks out.  I notice a friend of mine is in a scuffle at the 

bar.  I leave the club as quickly and as quietly as possible. 
 

 
7. A friend of mine is short of money and doesn’t have enough to buy lunch for the 

rest of the week.  I lend him £10. 
 

 

8. I have a big exam the next day and my girlfriend phones me up asking me if I 
want to go out for the night.  I say yes. 

 

 

9. I am in a part-time job I don’t like which pays £150 a week.  I meet an 

acquaintance who asks me if I want to join his band.  There is a possibility of 

earning much more but it is a risky venture and I would have to put money in up 
front.  I say no. 

 

 

10. I am driving my car and stop at traffic lights.  A woman starts washing my 

windscreen without asking me.  She is finished by the time the lights turn green 
and I give her a pound. 
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Kantianism Activity 
 
Hypothetical v Categorical imperatives 
 

Kant drew a distinction between categorical imperatives and hypothetical imperatives.  
Categorical imperatives are commands which are binding upon us regardless of our 

personal interests or goals.  Hypothetical imperatives are pieces of practical advice which 

you should follow if you want to achieve some particular goal but they aren’t binding on 
you if you don’t buy into that goal.  Kant claimed that a defining feature of moral 

commands is that they are categorical in nature.   

 
In pairs or small groups decide whether each of the following imperatives is hypothetical 

or categorical.  Be prepared to share your answers with the rest of the class.  

 

1. You should always buy low and sell high. 
 

 

 
2. You should always do your best at anything you do. 

 

 

 
3. You should always exercise good table manners. 

 

 
 

4. You should always help people in need. 

 
 

 

5. You should always tidy up after yourself. 

 
 

 

6. You should always work hard. 
 

 

 
7. You should listen to more music by U2. 

 

 

 
8. You should never hurt people needlessly. 

 

 
 

9. You should never stand under a tree during a lightening storm. 

 

 
 

10. You should always try to be fashionable. 
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Kantianism Activity 
 
Universalisability 
 

Kant’s first formulation of the categorical imperative asks that we only act on maxims that 
can be universalised.  That is, our maxims should be capable of being applied to 

everyone in the world in a similar situation.  They are not universalisable if they couldn’t 

apply to everyone, or they would be inconsistent with other maxims you might rationally 
will in the future.  

 

In your groups, consider the following maxims and consider whether you think they are 
practicable or are not practicable. 

 

1. Always put your seatbelt on when you get into a car to go somewhere. 

 
 

 

2. Always lie to people with brown eyes. 
 

 

 

3. Always park in the disabled space in a car park. 
 

 

 
4. Never default on your taxes. 

 

 
 

5. Never tell lies. 

 

 
 

6. Always tell the truth. 

 
 

 

7. Always cheat on your boyfriend/girlfriend if you can get away with it. 
 

 

 

8. Never steal. 
 

 

 
9. Never say anything if you are given too much change in a shop. 

 

 

 
10. Always keep any money that you find. 
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Kantianism Activity 
 
Revision Crossword 
 
Complete the following crossword using the clues on the following page.  All the answers 

are key terms and concepts in Kantian theory.  You may need to consult your class notes 

if you get stuck. 

 

 
 

     

1 

  

2 

 

3 
        

12 

 

4 

 

5 

               
 

 

6 
            

7 

    
 

                   
 

                   
 

            

8 
       

                   
 

18 

 
 

 
 

              
 

     

9 

             
 

        

10 

   

11 

       

                    

                    

        

13 

           

       

14 

            

                    

     

15 
              

                    

                    

        

16 

           

                    

          

17 
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Kantianism Activity (Continued) 
 
Revision Crossword Clues 

 
 

 

 

Down 
 

1. Reasons for your actions. (7) 

 
2. An imperative that is not conditional. 

(11)  

 
3. Kant does not commend actions 

which arise from this source. (11)  

 

4. Kant says we should act out of 
respect for this at all times. (3, 5, 3)  

 

5. Able to be known before experience. 
(1, 6)  

 

7. A good which is inherent in the action 
itself. (9)  

 

9.  A command. (10)  

 
11. Contrasted with Consequentialist. 

(12)  

 
12. And 8 across. This menacing fellow 

causes a conflict of duties. (9, 8)  

 

14. The only morally commendable 
motive for Kant. (4)  

 

 

 

Across 
 

3. Kant’s first name. (8)  

 
6. An imperative that depends on your 

goals. (12)  

 
8. See 12 down.  

 

10. The only thing that is good without 

qualification. (1, 4, 4)  
 

13. One type of contradiction that our 

maxims could be guilty of. (2, 10)  
 

15. Another type of contradiction that bad 

maxims are guilty of. (2, 3, 4)  
 

16. The opposite of ‘intrinsic’. (9)  

 

17. Another word for goal or purpose. (9)  
 

18. The underlying principle of an action. 

(5) 
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Kantianism Activity (Continued) 
 
Revision Crossword Answers 
 

 

Down 

 
1. Motives 

 

2. Categorical  
 

3. Inclination  

 

4. The Moral Law  
 

5. A Priori  

 
7. Intrinsic 

 

9.  Imperative  
 

11. Deontologist  

 

12. Enquiring  
 

14. Duty  

 
 

 

Across 

 
3. Immanuel  

 

6. Hypothetical  
 

8. Murderer  

 

10. A Good Will  
 

13. In Conception 

 
15. In the Will  

 

16. Extrinsic  
 

17. Intention  

 

18. Maxim 
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Emotivism Activity 
 
Sentences v Propositions 
 
Propositions are sentences which are capable of being true or false.  However many 

sentences that we obviously understand are not capable of being true or false so cannot 

be propositions.  For example, questions, commands, prayers and exclamations cannot 
be propositions and must therefore have some other kind of meaning or function.   

 

In pairs or small groups decide whether each of the following statements are 

propositions or not propositions.  Be prepared to share your answers with the rest of 
the class. 
 

 
1. All dogs are a type of fruit. 

 

 
 

2. 8 x 8 = 64. 

 

 
 

3. Are you OK? 

 
 

 

4. All Scotsmen speak French. 

 
 

 

5. Come in! 
 

 

 
6. Margaret Thatcher resigned in 1991. 

 

 

 
7. I love you! 

 

 
 

8. All cats are mammals. 

 
 

 

9. I could do with washing my hair.  

 
 

 

10. Do you want some chicken? 
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Emotivism Activity 
 
The Verification Principle 
 
Ayer claims that the only types of statement that are technically meaningful are those 

which are Analytic (ie. true by definition), and those which are empirically verifiable (ie. 

require sense experience to be known).  Those which do not fall into either category are 
deemed by him to be meaningless and are not genuine propositions. 

 

In pairs or small groups decide whether each of the following statements are analytic, 

empirically verifiable or meaningless.  Do you agree that the statements which do not 
fit into either category are meaningless in the ordinary sense of the word?  Be prepared to 

share your answers with the rest of the class. 
 

1. Edinburgh is the capital of Scotland 

 

 
 

2. All Scotsmen wear slippers. 

 
 

 

3. 7 - 5 = 2 

 
 

 

4. Some roses are yellow. 
 

 

 
5. Objects disappear when you don’t observe them and reappear when you do. 

 

 

 
6. All widowers have been married at least once. 

 

 
 

7. All Scotsmen wear slippers. 

 
 

 

8. Ben Nevis is the highest mountain in Scotland. 

 
 

 

9. France is in the European Union. 
 

 

 

10. All cats are feline. 
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Emotivism Activity 
 
Facts and Values 
 
In pairs or small groups decide whether you think each of the following statements is a 

fact or expresses a value.  Be prepared to share your answers with the rest of the class. 

 
 

1. 3 x 8 = 24  

 

 
 

2. The Mona Lisa is a beautiful painting.   

 
 

 

3. The Beatles are the greatest band there has ever been.   
 

 

 

4. Water is composed of Hydrogen and Oxygen.   
 

 

 
5. War is always morally wrong. 

 

 

 
6. Nike trainers are unfashionable. 

 

 
 

7. Giving money to charity is always the right thing to do. 

 
 

 

8. Nike trainers are expensive. 

 
 

 

9. Eastenders is boring. 
 

 

 
10. Torturing children is always wrong. 
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Emotivism Activity 
 
What is Emotivism? 
 

 

Complete the following paragraph about Emotivism by circling the correct option on each 
occasion. 

 

 

Emotivism is a theory in [Normative Ethics / Meta-ethics].  It is a theory which primarily 

addresses [Epistemological / Linguistic / Metaphysical] questions about ethical 

statements.  It is a [Cognitive / Non-Cognitive] theory because claims that moral 

judgements concern values and not facts.  This is a belief which is also central to the 

theory of [Prescriptivism / Intuitionism] and is sympathetic with the view often ascribed 

to David Hume that ‘You can’t get an is from an ought’ / ‘You can’t get an ought from 

an is’ / ‘He ought not to forget his Kant’].  Emotivism is most commonly associated 

with the two philosophers [Ayer / Hume / Moore] and [Mill / Stevenson / Kant] and 

reached its prominence in the [1920s / 1930s / 1970s].  Emotivists argue that the primary 

role of ethical statements is to express [Wind / Pizza / Emotions] and thus are incapable 

of being true or false.  Some people have criticised Emotivism because they claim it 

doesn’t fit in with our ordinary views of morality and leaves us [unable / able] to judge 

competing moral claims.    
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2.3 Listening and Observation Exercises 
 
The following examples of listening and observation questions are designed to 

accompany the videos from The Examined Life series as mentioned earlier in the Tutor 

Support Section of this pack.  These are perhaps best used to consolidate learning after 
the main concepts have been previously explored in class.  The videos fit in with the 

course topics as follows: 

 

• Video 1. What is Philosophy? Useful for the group’s first philosophy class. 
 

• Video 18. Is Morality Relative? Useful for the emotivism section of the course. 

 
• Video 19. Does the End Justify the Means? Ties in with the Utilitarianism part of the 

course. 

 

• Video 20. Can Rules Define Morality? Ties in with the Kant part of the course. 
 

• Video 22. Moral Dilemmas ... Can Ethics Help? Best used at the very end of the 

unit.  Compares Kantianism with Utilitarianism and applies them to modern ethical 
dilemmas. 
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What is Philosophy? 
 
(Video No. 1) 
 

Watch the video carefully and answer the following questions as you go along. 
 

1. Who said, ‘… the unexamined life is not worth living’? 

 
 

 

2. In Plato’s parable of the cave, whom do the prisoners represent? 
 

 

 

3. What do the shadows on the wall of the cave represent? 
 

 

 
4. What does the journey out of the cave represent? 

 

 

 
5. According to Plato, how would the other prisoners regard the one who had 

returned from his journey outside? 

 
 

 

6. What is meant by ‘dogmatism’? 
 

 

 

7. According to the video, how does Philosophy differ from History? 
 

 

 
8. Why is the Philosopher described as an ‘under labourer’ by one of the speakers? 

 

 
 

9. Why is Philosophy good at dealing with subjects like abortion or euthanasia or 

animal rights? 

 
 

 

10. What was Socrates’ philosophical method? 
 

 

 

11. What was Socrates accused of? 
 

 

 
12. What was the outcome of Socrates’ trial? 
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Is Morality Relative? 
 
(Video No. 18) 
 

Watch the video carefully and answer the following questions as you go along. 
 

1. What is a ‘Moral Relativist’? 

 
 

 

2. Why do our attitudes to marriage demonstrate moral relativism? 
 

 

 

3. What one absolute moral principle do moral relativists appear to support? 
 

 

 
4. Why has support for this absolute moral principle led to accusations of 

inconsistency? 

 

 
 

5. What actions question the view that all moral systems might not be equally valid? 

 
 

 

6. Why is the distinction between ‘universal’ and ‘particularistic’ rules said to be 
unclear?  

 

 

 
7. What is the difference between the approaches of science and ethics? 

 

 
 

8. What two functions do moral statements have according to emotivists? 

 
 

 

9. Why does the moral judgement ‘stealing is wrong’ mean for an emotivist? 

 
 

 

10. Would the truth of emotivism mean that morality doesn’t matter? 
 

 

 

11. How do arguments about ethics differ from arguments in other areas? 
 

 

 
12. Why might it be difficult to adopt an absolutist stance with regard to child labour? 
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Does the End Justify the Means? 
 
(Video No. 19) 
 

Watch the video carefully and answer the following questions as you go along. 
 

1. What is the moral dilemma that Malaysia faces? 

 
 

 

2. What is the defining feature of Utilitarianism? 
 

 

 

3. Who or what should ‘point out what we ought to do’ according to Bentham? 
 

 

 
4. What sorts of traditional justification did the Enlightenment reject? 

 

 

 
5. What is the problem with purely economic measures of consequences? 

 

 
 

6. In what way does Mill make Utilitarianism more complex? 

 
 

 

7. How have modern day Utilitarians defended the theory? 

 
 

 

8. Why have critics suggested that Utilitarianism ‘demands a great deal from us’? 
 

 

 
9. Who invented ‘Ideal Utilitarianism’ in the early 20th century? 

 

 

 
10. Why have some people claimed that ecological diversity is not a good in itself? 

 

 
 

11. Who or what else did Bentham include in his ‘Moral Community’? 

 

 
 

12. What is the ‘chief value’ of Utilitarian theory according to the video? 
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Can Rules Define Morality? 
 
(Video No. 20) 
 

Watch the video carefully and answer the following questions as you go along. 
 

1. What did Kant recommend each of us do with regard to morality? 

 
 

 

2. Who did Kant particularly admire? 
 

 

 

3. What does ‘human autonomy’ consist in according to Kant? 
 

 

 
4. Where does Moral Goodness reside, according to Kant? 

 

 

 
5. What is the difference between a maxim and a universal law? 

 

 
 

6. What is the ‘Golden Rule’? 

 
 

 

7. What was new or radical about Kant’s discovery of the categorical imperative? 

 
 

 

8. What is the ‘main strength’ of Kant’s theory? 
 

 

 
9. According to Kant, why couldn’t we all become ‘vagabonds’? 

 

 

 
10. What common idea links the two versions of the categorical imperative? 

 

 
 

11. How does Kant justify telling the truth to a would-be murderer? 

 

 
 

12. Why is Kant unconcerned about moral dilemmas? 
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Moral Dilemmas: Can Ethics Help? 
 
(Video No. 22) 
 

Watch the video carefully and answer the following questions as you go along. 
 

1. What is the moral dilemma that the doctors and parents face? 

 
 

 

2. What is Kant’s ‘categorical imperative’? 
 

 

 

3. What might Kant have said about this dilemma? 
 

 

 
4. What is Kant’s alternative way of expressing this imperative? 

 

 

 
5. What chances does the baby have of surviving? 

 

 
 

6. Does ‘respecting the dignity of a child’ or ‘acting in the interests of a child’ mean 

saving his or her life, necessarily? 
 

 

 

7. How does Utilitarianism differ from Kantianism?  
 

 

 
8. What consequences would the Utilitarian take into account when ‘weighing the 

balance’ in this case? 

 
 

 

9. Who laid out the main ideas of virtue ethics and when did he do this? 

 
 

 

10. How do we achieve ‘moral fitness’? 
 

 

 

11. Does Aristotle tell us what actions we should and shouldn’t do on each occasion? 
 

 

 
12. Does making the correct moral choice always mean maximising happiness? 
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3. Examples of Formative Assessment 
 

 

During the delivery of the course, tutors may wish to give candidates practice exercises to 
serve as formative assessment in preparation for the closed book summative 

assessments of the internal NAB and the external exam.  Such exercises should be 

designed such that they: 
 

• enable the candidate to articulate what factual knowledge they have 

• enable the candidate to apply that knowledge to novel situations or scenarios 

• enable the candidate to critically analyse and evaluate theories in light of their ability 
to deal with novel situations and scenarios 

• encourage the candidate to present a reasoned conclusion on the issue. 

 
Three examples of Higher level formative assessment are given below.  These 

assessments mimic the layout of the summative assessment but given that these are 

formative in nature, it is reasonable to allow students to use notes or to do them as 
homework or take more than the designated hour to complete them.  If students did write 

good responses within the SQA constraints then, obviously, the work could constitute 

summative assessment, provided the usual assessment criteria had been met (ie. the 

instruments of assessment were unseen by candidates; the assessment had been 
appropriately invigilated; a marking scheme had been generated for the question paper, 

the assessment was undertaken in closed book conditions, etc.)  However, there are of 

course three further official summative NAB assessments available from the SQA secure 
site.  
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Moral Philosophy 
 
Practice Assessment 1 
 

Try to answer the following questions in one hour. 
 

Normative Ethics 

 
1. Read the following scenario (Jobs for the Boys) then answer the questions that 

follow. 

 

 

Jobs for the Boys 

 

Fiona is the recruitment officer for a major company.  She is trying to recruit a new 

marketing manager for the company and puts an advert in the newspaper.  As the CVs 
start rolling in she discovers one of her best friends Natasha has applied for the post.  

Natasha has just returned from a year in America where she completed her Masters 

degree in Marketing.  However there are many other candidates keen for an interview 
and some are even better qualified than Natasha.  Fiona feels her friend would do the job 

well enough and that it would be great to have her old friend working alongside her each 

day.  Out of friendship, she disposes of some of the CVs and makes sure that Natasha 
gets the job. 

 

 

a. How might Utilitarians respond to Fiona’s actions?  

(18 marks) KU 
 

b. How far would you agree with the Utilitarian response?  

(12 marks) AE 
 

Meta-ethics 

 
2.  

a. What do emotivists mean when they say that moral judgements ‘do not 

state facts’?  

(6 marks) KU 
 

b. Do you agree that moral judgements ‘do not state facts’?  

(4 marks) AE 
 

 

 

 
Total marks 40 

(Pass mark 24) 
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Moral Philosophy 
 
Practice Assessment 2 

 

Try to answer the following questions in one hour. 
 

Normative Ethics 

 
1. Read the following scenario (Sophie’s Choice) then answer the questions that 

follow. 

 

 

Sophie’s Choice 

 

Sophie’s Choice is a book (later made into a film) about the horror of the Auschwitz death 

camp.  In the book, Sophie has two children, a boy and a girl, and on her arrival at 
Auschwitz she is allowed to spare only one of them from the gas chamber.  She loves 

them both and cannot initially decide.  However, as the guards threaten to take both 

away, she suddenly decides to choose her son who is older and stronger than the young 
daughter.  

 

 

 
a. How might Kantians respond to Sophie’s dilemma?  

(18 marks) KU 

 
b. How far would you agree with the Kantian response?  

(12 marks) AE 

 

 
Meta-ethics 

 

2.  
a. Why is Emotivism sometimes known as the ‘boo-hooray’ theory?  

(6 marks) KU 

 

b. How convincing do you find the emotivist account of moral language?  
(4 marks) AE 

 

 
 

 

Total marks 40 
(Pass mark 24) 
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Moral Philosophy 
 
Practice Assessment 3 

 

Try to answer the following questions in one hour. 
 

Normative Ethics 

 
1. Read the following scenario (The Sheriff’s Dilemma) then answer the questions 

that follow. 

 

 

The Sheriff’s Dilemma 

 

It is 1873 in the Wild West of America.  The sheriff of a small remote town has arrested a 

man suspected of murdering a child.  A mob gathers outside the courthouse and they 
threaten to break in and lynch the suspect without trial.  If they don’t get their way they will 

riot and many people will be killed including the sheriff and his deputies.  The sheriff 

ponders what to do as the first gunshot shatters a courthouse window. 
 

 

 

a. Compare the advice that Kantians and Utilitarians might give to the 
Sheriff?  

(18 marks) KU 

 
b. Which approach do you find most satisfactory in this situation?  

(12 marks) AE 

 

 
 

Meta-ethics 

 
2.  

a. What is the difference between meta-ethics and normative ethics? 

(6 marks) KU 

 
b. Do you agree that moral judgements are just ‘expressions of emotion or 

attitude’? 

(4 marks) AE 
 

 

 
 

Total marks 40 

(Pass mark 24) 
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