
Introduction to 
Morality and Ethics

Unit 1



What is ethics?

Ethos =  “moral character”

Ethics = the science of morals

Moris = one’s disposition

Ethics is not about what you do - 
it’s about who you are



What is ethics?
● The study of ethics and morality is concerned with 

how we shape our dispositions through actions to 

become the sort of people we most deeply desire to 

be (the good)

Disposition/ 
Character

Actions/ 
Choices

The Good



What does Catholicism have to 
say about morality?

Like all faith traditions, the Catholic tradition 
makes a claim about the sort of person we most 
deeply desire to be - about what is ultimately 
good for the human person.

The Catholic Church’s claim is rooted in 
philosophy, human experience, and revelation



“Morality” Reading Qs:

1. Identify 3-4 elements of Catholic doctrine 
that shape a Catholic understanding of 
morality. Explain how each of these 
elements is tied to morality.

2. What is legalism? What is sentimentalism? 
What is the danger of each one?

3. Based on our notes from today and this 
reading, answer: “What is morality?”



Ethical Theories



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kBdfcR-8hEY


We use certain moral principles and 
ethical theories on a daily basis to 
justify our actions - studying these 
principles and theories helps us 
become aware and critical of them



2 Broad Categories of 
Ethical Theories:

1. Consequential reasoning
2. Categorical reasoning



Consequentialist Reasoning

● The right thing to do depends on the 
consequences of the action
○ Ex: Killing 1 instead of the 5

○ “The ends justify the means”



Categorical Reasoning 

● The right thing to do depends on the 
intrinsic quality of the act itself
○ Ex: The act of killing is intrinsically evil, even if 

it is used to save lives

○ “The means must align with the ends”



Historical Figures:

Look over the 6 historical figures that you chose, as 

either doing the most good or most harm to humanity.

Underneath or next to each historical figure, tell me 

which type of reasoning you used to pick that figure - 

either consequentialist or categorical. How can you tell?



Shoshone Rez and 
Nuclear Tests

1. Read the account about government nuclear 
testing and the impact it had on some Native 
American tribes. After you have read it, 
decide whether or not you think the 
government did the right thing, taking into 
account the political climate and the groups 
of people involved. You must come up with 
2-3 non-emotional reasons for your claim 
and write your reasons on a sheet of paper. 
(Ignore the reflection questions!)



Utilitarianism



Utilitarianism

● Based on the principle that we should do whatever 

brings the most benefit (“utility”) to the most 

amount of people
○ This includes happiness, pleasure, etc.
○ Seeks to avoid suffering

● About producing good consequences, not 

necessarily about having good intentions

● Focused on society as a whole, not on self-interest

● Pros and cons?



Utilitarianism Example:

● You have two test vaccines for a disease that is killing 
1000s of people in the United States. You know one of 
the vaccines will most likely end up giving the person the 
disease, and the other will most likely work.

● Is it ethical to give the two vaccines to the test subjects, 
even though one of them will die?



Ethical Egoism



Ethical Egoism

● Right and wrong is determined by what is in your 
self-interest

● “The only person to look out for is myself”
● Problem? States that helping others at the 

expense of your own interest is immoral



Ethical Egoism

● In Salt Lake City, the government plans on re-locating the 
homeless shelters downtown to other locations. If you 
were a homeowner next to one of these locations with 3 
young children, would you allow the city to relocate the 
shelters next to your home?



Deontology



Deontology

● Duty- or rule-based ethics

● Not concerned with consequences, but with 

intention

○ Having “good will” is most important

● Main claim: people should never be treated as a 

means to an end (aka people should never be used) 

● Pros and cons?



Deontology

● You are an army general who has captured a terrorist. 
This terrorist has information about a bomb that has 
been planted and will detonate in 12 hours in a public 
location. The terrorist refuses to give the information. Is 
it ethical to torture the terrorist to get the information?



Categorical Imperative



Kant’s Categorical Imperative

● Deontological ethical theory 
proposed by philosopher Immanuel 
Kant

● Two formulations of categorical 
imperatives:
○ Act only on that maxim that you can 

will as universal law

○ Never treat humanity (yourself or 

others) simply as a means to an end



Personal Reflection:

At the end of your reflection questions, add a 
personal reflection. Of the 4 ethical theories 
we discussed today, which one most closely 
aligns with the way you act and decide how to 
act? Why do you think that is?



Ethics begins with 
self-awareness - 
especially of things we 
take for granted







Reflection Question:
Where do our morals come from? 
What influences or shapes our 
morality the most?



Influence of Culture











Hitler’s Children



Question of the Day:
To what extent does 
culture influence our 

understanding of morality?



How does culture influence 
our understanding of 

morality?



Cultural Universals:

● These are learned behavior patterns that 
are shared by all of humanity collectively.  

● No matter where people live in the world, 
they share these universal traits.



1. Communicating with a verbal language 
consisting of a limited set of sounds and 
grammatical rules for constructing sentences

2. Using age and gender to classify people (e.g., 
teenager, senior citizen, woman, man)

3. Classifying people based on marriage and 
descent relationships and having kinship 
terms to refer to them (e.g., wife, mother, 
uncle, cousin)



4. Raising children in some sort of family setting
5. Having a concept of privacy
6. Having a sexual division of labor (e.g., men's 
work versus women's work)
7.  Having rules to regulate sexual behavior
8. Distinguishing between good and bad 
behavior
9. Having some sort of leadership roles for the 
implementation of community decisions



Extras:

● Having some sort of body ornamentation
● Making jokes and playing game
● Having art



How Cultures Form

● While all cultures have these and possibly 
many other universal traits, different cultures 
have developed their own specific ways of 
carrying out or expressing them - based on 
their unique environment and situation
○ Ex: Sign Language

● This affects their worldview, including their 
moral judgments.



What are the limits of 
culture’s influence?



Evil Stepchildren

I have a stepmother who is getting older. She can no longer 
take care of herself - I have to feed her, clothe her, bathe her, 
buy her food and medications… It’s getting harder and more 
expensive every day, and I have my own family to take care of.

In order to ease the burden on me, I decide to take my mother 
on a boat ride into Lake Huron as a “treat”. While we’re out in 
the middle of the lake, I push her off the boat and ride away.

Am I morally justified in my actions?



Evil Stepchildren

● This describes an old Inuit practice of 
senicide (killing the elderly) in times of 
famine

● Given this example, it seems that even 
killing can be considered good in some 
cultures. . . isn’t it?



Evil Stepchildren

● Not quite - let’s look a little deeper
● What is the underlying moral principle(s) of this Inuit 

practice?

● Is this the same or different from principles you might 
find in our own society?



Is Morality Relative to Culture?
● Yes . . . and no.
● Obviously, our culture will influence our 

understanding of what is moral and what is not
○ Ex: Native Americans and Universal Property

● However, almost all cultures express universal 
values, just reflected differently in different 
contexts
○ Ex: Liars are rewarded? Cowardice admired?

● Culture’s influence on these basic values is limited



Is Morality Relative to Culture?

● Culture does have the power to shape our 
interpretation of these basic values, but has 
little power to actually change them

● Culture can either guide us to shape these 
values for the good… or for the bad of 
ourselves and society.

○ (Generally, we are moving towards the good!)



How do we account for culture, 
while still staying objective?

(aka, how do we become critical of 
what we have inherited?)

(aka aka, how can we say that the Nazis were wrong?)



So how do we objectively 
analyze this situation?
● We account for the unique environment and 

culture and recognize its influence
● We look at the underlying principles at play in 

the situation
● We make an analysis - not to “judge”, but to see 

any harm, oppression, or brokenness and 
acknowledge it



Apply to Hitler’s Children -

Using examples from Hitler’s Children, explain:
a. How did culture influence the decisions of the Nazi 

officers in the movie?
b. What are the limits of this influence? Where do the 

children/grandchildren draw the line, and what 
moral principles allow them to be critical of their 
parent’s decisions?

c. What if no one was critical of the decisions of the 
Nazi officers? What might the world look like 
today?



Ring of Gyges - 
Reading quiz Friday!



Ring of Gyges

●

●



Obligation vs. Desire

● Morality of Obligation:
○ Act justly from fear of 

punishment/consequences
● Morality of Desire:

○ Act justly according to love of 
something/desire to serve





What does this tell us 
about human nature?



Wrap-Up:

Write a ½-page paragraph explaining, in your 
experience, what human beings desire most.

Does your answer agree with Glaucon or not? 
Why?





What do human beings 
desire?





How do we 
determine which 
desires are good?







The Moral Bucket List



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lNpPg9eWkXU


The Moral Bucket List

A. What “resume virtues” does your school, your family, or 
society emphasize?

B. What “eulogy virtues” do you think have been 
emphasized in your life?

C. Are there any “eulogy virtues” that you would like to 
have but currently do not? They’re not going to happen 
if you don’t do anything about it! What are some ways 
you could develop them?



Nicomachean Ethics

● Written by Aristotle around 350 BC

● Discusses “virtue ethics” - the theory that ethics 

begins by forming the individual

● The Good = eudemonia, or happiness

● Happiness is achieved through excellence . . .
○ And this is where your reading begins! What is 

excellence, and how do we achieve it?



Nicomachean Ethics:

Assignment for Thursday:

Create an outline of Aristotle’s argument. For each paragraph, 
pull out the main ideas and summarize them in real English on 
a separate sheet of paper. It should look something like this:

Paragraph 1:

●  
●





Virtue Ethics
+

Culture



This is confirmed by what happens in states; for 
legislators make the citizens good by forming habits in 
them, and this is the wish of every legislator, and those 

who do not effect it miss their mark, and it is in this that a 
good constitution differs from a bad one.

- Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. 2 Ch. 2



Culture and Virtue Ethics

● As we saw earlier, our culture has a 
profound impact on our ethical thinking - 
including sexuality
○ Cultural Universals - “regulating sexual 

behavior”



Culture and Virtue Ethics

● We should not accept our cultural norms 
without analysis

● The question Zimmerman addresses is: 
What are the cultural rules of sexual 
behavior today? Why?



Common Logical Fallacies



Ad Hominem

● Attacking the person making the argument 
instead of the argument itself
○ Person 1 is claiming Y.
○ Person 1 is a moron.
○ Therefore, Y is not true.



Straw Man

● Attacking a version of a person’s argument 
that they did not provide
○ Person 1 makes claim Y.
○ Person 2 restates person 1’s claim (in a 

distorted way).
○ Person 2 attacks the distorted version of 

the claim.
○ Therefore, claim Y is false.



Examples:

1. “You didn’t even finish high school - how could you 
possibly know about this?”

2.  Feminism is part of “a socialist, anti-family political 
movement that encourages women to leave their 
husbands, kill their children, practice witchcraft, 
destroy capitalism and become lesbians.” (this is a 
real quote)


