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MORAL AND POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY



Why should we be good?

■ Why do we make claims about how 

we should behave?

■ What do we mean by morality and 

ethics?

■ Can the ‘good life’ be lived 

according to unchanging, eternal 

rules, or by measuring up the 

greatest advantage in each 

situation? 



Morality
/məˈralɪti/

noun

1. Principles concerning the distinction between right and wrong or good and bad behaviour:

‘the matter boiled down to simple morality: innocent prisoners ought to be freed’

1.1.  A particular system of values and principles of conduct:

‘a bourgeois morality’

1.2.  The extent to which an action is right or wrong:

‘the issue of the morality of the possession of nuclear weapons’

Origin

■ Late Middle English: from Old French moralite or late Latin moralitas, from Latin moralis, 

the ‘proper behaviour of a person in society’, customs, manners. Coined by Cicero to 

translate the Greek ethikos (ethics)



What’s the issue?

■ In groups of 2-3, please take two of the 

scenarios and discuss

■ What is the issue or problem?

■ What are the different perspectives 

people have about it?

■ What are your neighbour’s views on it?

■ After 5 or so minutes we’ll share these as 

a group, and you will introduce what your 

fellow-group members thought.





How do we make moral judgements?

■ People are faced with moral decisions all 

the time, and they can range from big, life-

or-death problems to everyday matters like 

white lies. 

■ People don’t always think about the moral 

principles that lie under the surface of 

their decision making, but whether we are 

conscious of it or not, it would be very 

difficult to get through life without some 

kind of moral compass. 



Has anyone here been faced with a recent 
moral dilemma?



Making moral judgements

■ Is there an objective basis for moral judgements?

■ Are there underlying moral principles or laws that we can always 

know and act on?

■ Or are moral positions more subjective and culturally relative? 

■ Do we need to be more modest (or more realistic) about how we 

should behave, or how we expect others to?



What sources of morality do we have?

Quickly in your groups, discuss some that are often used….



What sources of morality do we have?

■ Religious justification – morality comes from a god(s), via a holy 

book

■ Social agreement, culture and shared norms

■ Upbringing

■ Biological basis, evolution

■ Innate sense of morality in human nature

■ Emotions, impulses and feelings

■ Reason…



■ Morality can be drawn from many different sources; for example, we 

might make our moral decisions on the basis of religious teachings or 

the way our parents brought us up to act. Moreover, as we grow older, 

most of us have experiences in life that make us rethink the way we 

should treat others. 

■ That said, people tend to be quite flexible in the application of their 

moral rules – who can say that they always give money to beggars or 

never tell little white lies? Indeed, our choices are often influenced by 

what we reckon the outcome will be; for example, people may be more 

likely to steal if they don’t think that they will get caught. 

■ In fact, some people argue that we should be more concerned with 

the consequences of our actions than whether the actions are in 

themselves right or wrong. 

■ To pose a classic philosophical problem: Would it be right to torture 

someone in order to prevent the deaths of others? Many of us say yes 

it would be right, and even argue that we would have a moral 

obligation to do so. 



Akrasia

■ ‘I see the better, and approve, yet I 

follow the worse’ (Ovid)

■ ‘What I wish, I do not do; what I do 

not wish, I do’ (St Paul)

■ What about times where simply knowledge of what is good is not 

sufficient to change the way we act?

■ Are there other factors that shape or overrule our conduct?

■ Over the course we will be exploring the role of reason, emotion, 

social responsibility, moral duty and, of course, politics and power



What other things challenge our view of 
right and wrong? 

■ What might undermine a belief that ethical judgements can be 

universalisable?

■ Is it possible in the modern world to still issue moral judgements, 

or are ethical ideas and duties just all relative?



Challenging right and wrong? 

Simon Blackburn gives seven examples, which include:

1. The death of God

2. Cultural relativism

3. Egoism and evolution



1. The death of God

‘If God is dead, all things are permitted’ -

Dostoevsky

Do we need a God-like law-giver and universal 

moral code to determine right from wrong?

Does life or morality have no meaning if we don’t 

believe in God?





1. The death of God

For Nietzsche, it is no longer possible nor desirable to believe in a 
transcendent-like God. This is a good thing. Now human beings can 
step out of a life-denying ‘slave morality’ and develop their own values

For Blackburn, religious moral codes like the Bible tend to have 
inconsistencies that tell us more about past societies, and have some 
values about women, unbelievers and others we would reject

‘religion is not the foundation of ethics, but its showcase or its 
symbolic expression’





2. Relativism

If we take the view that there is no God (at least as traditionally 

conceived), then does that make all moral judgements relative to 

different cultures?

‘When in Rome, do as the Romans do’

But: if we accept this view, what about infringements against basic 

human rights? E.g. FGM, or murder of the disabled.

Surely there are some basic human rights that reflect fundamental 

reasons why some moral judgements are wrong?



Article 1

All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with 
reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.

Article 2

Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without 
distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, 
national or social origin, property, birth or other status.

Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, jurisdictional or 
international status of the country or territory to which a person belongs, whether it be 
independent, trust, non-self-governing or under any other limitation of sovereignty.

Article 3

Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person.

Article 4

No one shall be held in slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in 
all their forms.

Article 5

No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment.

- From the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)



3. Egoism and evolution

Perhaps we might say that all human beings are fundamentally self-

interested, and that this trait has evolved through natural selection

When we help others, we are really just maximising our own life 

chances, in a way programmed by our genes…

But: is all human behaviour simply explainable by the propagation of 

the species?

Is all altruistic behaviour simply motivated by being seen to be good?  

(What about giving tips, hitchhiking, or online charity donations)





Course aims

■ Explore some of the most important ideas, themes and thinkers in 

the history of moral and political philosophy

■ Learn about some of the key issues in making moral judgements, 

and debate how and why we claim something to be right or wrong

■ Discover how to apply philosophical insights into everyday life

■ Discuss key questions in political thought, like the relationship 

between the freedom of the individual and the state, whether we 

should obey bad leaders, and whether ‘progress’ is a myth or a 

reality in modern societies

■ Encounter and discuss a range of key philosophers including 

Aristotle, Kant, Rousseau, Spinoza, Locke, Hobbes, Hume, Hegel, 

Mill, Bentham, and Marx



Paperwork

■ Before we go further, please take a moment to complete the 

RARPA forms with your expectations about the course. We will 

come back to these later



Political philosophy

In the second half of the course we will turn to politics…

■ What do we mean when we talk about justice?

■ What is the proper relationship between the individual and the 

state?

■ Where does the authority of law come from – might or right?

■ What does it mean to be free?

■ Do we have a right to resist a bad ruler?

■ Is humanity progressing towards a better world or does our history 

indicate a series of random, ill-thought-through events?



1. 16th Jan Introduction to the course

2. 23rd Jan Why should we be good? Theories of morality

3. 30th Jan Utilitarianism

4. 6th Feb Deontology

5. 13th Feb Virtue. Emotion and Self-interest

6. 20th Feb Religious obedience and morality 

7. 27th Feb How should we live? Theories of the state

8. 6th March Hobbes and Spinoza on obeying the law

9. 13th March Locke, Rousseau and Rawls on justice

10. 20th March Mary Wollstonecraft and the rights of women

11. 27th March   Marx, Communism and Anarchism

12. 3rd April Can ideas change the world? Course round-up



What you’ll need

■ No previous experience of Philosophy required! 

■ Just an open mind and willingness to discuss what you 

think, and why

■ Access to the course online learning website (Moodle) 

http://learn.marywardcentre.ac.uk

■ There are lots of good introductory books out there, for 

instance Simon Blackburn, Ethics: A Very Short 

Introduction

■ In class we will read and discuss brief passages and key 

ideas. If you’d like to do any further reading, I will make 

suggestions along the way

http://learn.marywardcentre.ac.uk/


Moodle login

Username: firstnamelastname

Password: FirstNameInitial (capitals)

E.g. Donald Trump

Username: donaldtrump

Password: DONALDT


