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Class aims

■ Present and discuss your moral issue, applying 

one thing you’ve learned from the course so far

■ Divine command theory (Augustine)

■ Hegel’s ‘unhappy consciousness’

■ Arendt’s ‘banality of evil’ 

■ The Milgram and Stamford prison experiments, 

the influence of obedience to authority

■ Sartre on ‘good faith’ and Camus on ‘revolt’

■ Course round-up – can we be good?





Class recap

■ Recap on deontology

■ Moral dilemmas in the news

■ Spinoza’s argument for centrality of desire and 

emotions in ethical life

■ Hume’s scepticism about morality and 

arguments for custom



Spinoza 
• Free will is a delusion, failing to 

see what causes our actions

• It results in us viewing the world 

anthropomorphically – a 

human-like God made it for us

• Conatus, a drive to live or 

‘persevere in being’

• In humans this is desire

• We are powerful when we 

determine as much as possible 

the causes of our emotions and 

actions: activity, vs passivity

• The emotions reflect our power

• Moral anti-realist: good and evil 

are relative

• But true good is through reason



David Hume

‘Reason is, and only ought to be, 

the slave of the passions’

'Custom, then, is the great guide 

of human life.’

Constant conjunction

Is-Ought fallacy

Compatibilism between liberty 

and necessity



Virtue ethics



Virtue ethics
■ Not how we should act, or to what end, but focuses 

on the individual’s character and virtues

■ For Aristotle, we should seek happiness as our 

ultimate end in itself, Eudaimonia

■ Arête (skill, excellence of character within our 

dispositions), and phronesis (practical wisdom)

■ Intellectual virtues can be taught (e.g. wisdom, 

practical skill, judgement), while moral virtues are 

qualities of character, developed in habit and 

experience (courage, temperance, generosity, etc.)

■ ‘We become just by doing just acts’

■ Reason will help us in finding a ‘golden mean’ 

between excess and deficiency



Virtue ethics

■ ‘Not having a certain right theory, rather having a 

certain character’ – Alasdair MacIntyre

■ Different societies have different values, from 

which virtues emerge and change

■ Ideas about ethics are founded in social relations.

■ But this needn’t result in fatalism: moral activity 

and discussion can lead to wider social change

■ Virtue ethics may then find itself too weakly 

relativistic

■ Nor can it explain why a given act is right or wrong, 

as it only focuses on internal traits



Virtue ethics

■ Martha Nussbaum rejects any implied relativism in 

Aristotle

■ There are objectively true forms of the human 

good, such as fair distribution of resources, 

freedom from fear, bodily appetites, etc.

■ Corresponding to these, courage, moderation, 

justice and generosity are all objective, universal 

forms of Eudaimonia, living well

■ There are a core group of entitlements, or needs, in 

order for a person to exercise their moral agency or 

capability



Nussbaum’s Capabilities

1. Life

2. Bodily Health

3. Bodily Integrity

4. Senses, Imagination and Thought

5. Emotions

6. Practical Reason

7. Affiliation

8. Other Species

9. Play

10. Control over one’s environment



Issue of our time!

Last week we discussed 

moral dilemmas.

This week, focus on one.

- Why is this such an issue?

- What have you learned so 

far from moral philosophy 

that relates to it?



What motivates the good?

■ Our morally normative theories 

have relied on us deciding or 

calculating for ourselves what the 

good action is

■ But what if all this time we’ve been 

supposing that human beings have 

too much power or choice?

■ Many moral beliefs stress 

submission and obedience instead 

to something mysteriously 

unknown, the divine



Divinity and faith

■ Augustine’s ‘Divine Command Theory’ – morality is 

in living in accordance with God’s commands

■ ‘Unless you will have believed, you will not 

understand’ – Isaiah 7:9

■ Montaigne’s ‘Fideism’ – human beings are too 

vain, selfish and arrogant to understand the true 

nature of the world or themselves

■ Instead we must submit to religious scripture and 

existing traditions, as in an unreliable world these 

are the closest certainties open to us

■ How reliable is such faith or scripture?







Divine command

■ The Qu’ran calls for an active submission to God’s 

will, by the community together

■ Materialism and pride distract us from moral 

reflection, resulting in a state of ‘heedlessness’ 

(jahillya). Muhammed sent by God to remind people 

of their moral responsibility, via reflection

■ Islam (what one should do), Iman (why one should 

do) and Ihsan (excellence in deeds)

■ Confucianism: obedience to social traditions (Li),

loyalty (Zhong), benevolence (Ren), and family

■ The Tao: submission to the Way, effortless action 

(wu wei), abstention, suspension of will



‘The Unhappy consciousness’



The ‘Unhappy Consciousness’

■ Hegel’s account of the development of religious 

obedience in the Phenomenology of Spirit (1807)

■ We try to escape scepticism by projecting onto 

something outside us the properties of eternity, infinity 

and absolute goodness – the Unchangeable

■ We then worship the Unchangeable through prayer, or 

penitence, but our attempts to unite with the object 

ultimately reinforce our own alienation and sadness

■ Ultimately it renounces its will and surrenders self-

responsibility to the ‘mediator’ or priest

■ The mistake is to project onto an outside being what is 

internal to us: the universality and perfection of reason



‘the starry skies above and 

the moral law within’

‘I had to deny knowledge in 

order to make room for faith’

- Immanuel Kant



‘If God did not exist, it would be 

necessary to invent him’ 

– Voltaire

‘God is for man the 

commonplace book where he 

registers his highest feelings 

and thoughts, the genealogical 

album into which he enters the 

names of the things most dear 

and sacred to him.’

- Ludwig Feuerbach





Kierkegaard (1813-55)
■ Fear and Trembling develops a modern form of 

divine command – God’s command transcends 

ethics, e.g. Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac

■ The ‘knight of faith’ must resign himself to 

God’s command, and take a ‘leap of faith’ into 

the ‘absurd’

■ This means that each of us has ethical 

responsibility for our life and moral choices

■ This involves ‘infinite resignation’, giving up 

what one holds dearest to God, beyond all 

reason or ethical duty (absurd)

■ Through this ‘defiance’, we exercise our 

freedom, overcoming our despair



‘in spite of or in defiance of the

whole of existence he wills to be

himself with it, to take it along,

almost defying his torment. For to

hope in the possibility of help, not

to speak of help by virtue of the

absurd, that for God all things are

possible – no, that he will not do.

And as for seeking help from any

other – no, that he will not do for all

the world; rather than seek help he

would prefer to be himself – with all

the tortures of hell, if so it must be.’

– Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto

Death



Dangers of obedience



Dangers of obedience
■ In evaluating Consequentialism and Deontology, we 

identified how relying on duty or knowledge of 

consequences is unreliable for making moral judgements

■ But ideas that call on us to draw on an inherent virtue, 

resignation or awareness of God’s will are also unreliable

■ Studies like the Milgram Experiment and the Stanford 

Prison Experiment indicate the power of obeying 

authorities

■ Arendt called the ‘banality of evil’ the absence of thinking 

and judging through which ordinary people come to 

commit atrocities – following orders unthinkingly

■ The failure of self-reflection in our judgements leads to 

profound evil, not some inherent evilness

■ Should morality be more than just following the rules?



Albert Camus ‘At this point of his effort man stands 

face to face with the irrational. He 

feels within him his longing for 

happiness and for reason. The absurd 

is born of this confrontation between 

the human need and the 

unreasonable silence of the world. 

This must not be forgotten. This must 

be clung to because the whole 

consequence of a life can depend on 

it. The irrational, the human nostalgia, 

and the absurd that is born of their 

encounter — these are the three 

characters in the drama that must 

necessarily end with all the logic of 

which an existence is capable.’

- The Myth of Sisyphus



Camus (1913-60)

■ The human condition is defined by the ‘absurd’: a 

desire for order and purpose in life, in opposition to 

the meaningless, indifferent ‘silence of the universe’

■ In response to our tragic, hopeless situation, one 

can respond by suicide, or the religious idea of a 

transcendent world, but such a leap of faith 

annihilates reason and thought

■ Instead, we must embrace absurdity, accept that life 

has no meaning, like Sisyphus

■ True defiance and heroism is in ‘Revolt’: 

indefatigably living and fighting on, knowing it is all 

meaningless, and doing this with compassion, wit 

and grace, and in opposition to injustice and in 

solidarity with others





Good faith and authenticity

■ In every situation we are always free to make choices

■ Such a freedom presents us with difficult 

consequences, an anguish which we might try to 

avoid social pressures by claiming we have no other 

way to act, becoming ‘objects’

■ Disowning our freedom is ‘bad faith’, inauthentic

■ We are condemned to be free, and must take 

responsibility for our choices as expressing ourselves



Class recap

■ Present and discuss your moral issue, applying 

one thing you’ve learned from the course so far

■ Divine command theory (Augustine)

■ Hegel’s ‘unhappy consciousness’

■ Arendt’s ‘banality of evil’ 

■ The Milgram and Stamford prison experiments, 

the influence of obedience to authority

■ Sartre on ‘good faith’ and Camus on ‘revolt’

■ Course round-up – can we be good?



Rounding up

So, having heard and discussed a wide variety of 

philosophers: Bentham and Mill; Kant; Spinoza, 

Hume, Aristotle and Nussbaum; Hegel, Kierkegaard, 

Arendt, Camus and Sartre…

Can we be good? 



Next week

■ We will turn to political 

philosophy!

■ We will discuss some basic 

political theories of society 

and government, including 

Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes, 

Rousseau, Wollstonecraft 

and Marx

■ David Miller’s A Very Short 

Introduction to Political 

Philosophy recommended


