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Basic Ethics by Michael Boylan: 
     According to him, ethics is the science, concerning the right and wrong of human action.  
 
1. Ethics is science: ethics is a form of science in the sense that, the subject matter of ethics can be studied 
rationally and systematically and it aid to reach conclusions that are exact.  
 
Ethics is concerned with the application of normative predicate of right and wrong, good and bad etc. these 
evaluative terms are normally used to express claims or blames, judgment usually assigned to people or acts 
according to one standard or the other. The subject matter of ethics is Human Action. The reason for treating 
the subject matter of ethics on human action is because it is presupposed that only human being has 
prerequisite rational capacity to make few choices in their conducts, only human being acquire ownership 
because we can rationally choose, we human being acquire ownership of our responsibility for reasonably 
foreseen consequence. The predication of right and wrong of human action presupposes the indication of 
moral responsibility presupposes capacity to exercise freedom to choose how to behave, that capacity is 
powered, facilitated by rationality.  

MORALITY 
According to Quine W.V.O morality is irreducibly social, morality is essentially necessarily a social matter. It has 
to be a social affair. Going by Boylan’s definition, we can pick out ethics that fall outside the concern of ethics.  
1. Merely prudential consideration e.g. certain life style choices provided that they are not harm or benefits 
under such practice.  
2. More matters of individual preferences or taste: on matter of individual taste or performance, there is no 
need for dispute, there is no need for moral evaluation  
3. Activities of non-human entities: ethics deals with the study if humans so inanimate object and animals do 
not fall under the concern of ethics. Human act, non-entities react. Only humans can process stimuli. Non-
human entities act on instinct.  
4. Human conducts or activities that aren’t a result of free rational deliberation of choices e.g. human before 
the age of major  
 
In general, African consideration don’t apply to things or activities beyond human capability whether physical, 
psychological, emotional intellectual or spiritual capability.  
Formula in philosophy  
OUGHT implies CAN. For you to ought to leave something undone means you can leave something undone and 
vice-versa. 



 

 

Branches of Ethics 
• • Meta-Ethics  
• • Normative Ethics  
• • Applied Ethics  
 

Normative Ethics 
This is a branch of ethics that deals with a fundamental question of  
• • How should we live  
• • How should we interact etc. it deals with the question of “How’s”?  
 
Firstly, normative is from the word norms which are the generally acceptable values or norms in a society.  
Values that cut across culture  
1. Inter-cultural communication  
2. Respect: it can be objective or universal but the content differs across cultures.  
 
Normative ethics is that branch of ethics that deals with social norm, social regulations, and social guidelines 
against human excesses for the betterment of the society.  

THEORIES OF NORMATIVE ETHICS (NORMATIVE ETHICAL THEORIES) 
They are grouped into 2 i.e.  
Normative Ethical Theories  
1. Consequentialism  
• Ethical utilitarianism  
• Ethical Egoism  
• Ethical Altruism  
• Psychological Egoism  
• Psychological Altruism  
2. Non-Consequentialism  
• Ethical Deontology  
• Kantian Ethics – Immanuel Kant  
• Divine command theory  
 
NB Every ethical theory must have 2 major components  



 

 

 
• • Theory of value  
• • Theory of right & Wrong  
 
The value we place on certain things would make us understand whether it has positive effects or negative 
effects when the value placed on something is positive, we call it inherent but when it is negative it is said to be 
morally wrong.  
The institution of morality is a necessity for the sustenance of social life.  

CONSEQUENTIALIST ETHICAL THEORIES 
There are numerous reasons why we have the consequentialist ethical theories, however the most important 
of all is to  
1. Determine the nature of morality: there is no singular/monolistic nature of morality. By 
consequentialism/consequentialist, we are concerning ourselves with human actions, conducts, relationship, 
and human exercise.  
2. Morality seeks to know if actions takes on would balance good over evil or evil over good.  
3. Morality wants to know when moral agents are relating and which ethical theory becomes prevalent in use 
at that point in time.  
 

ETHICAL UTILITARIANISM 
There are two proponents of the theory  
• • JEREMY BENTHAM (1748 – 1832)  
• • JOHN STUART MILL (1806 – 1873)  
 
Utilitarianism is taken from the word utility meaning usefulness  
The utilitarian would say that an act is morally right if it is useful in bringing about desirable/ good end.  
Utilitarianism as a theory of value  
The utilitarian theory of value has two folds:  
(1) Intrinsic value  
(2) Instrumental value  
 
From this perspective, value becomes the quality or a property of a thing considered worthy or unworthy, 
positive or negative. Worthy or positive value is the quality or characteristics of a thing being sought. The 
quality or characteristics of a thing not wanted or sought is referred to as negative value.  
• • Intrinsic value therefore is the value as an end in itself.  



 

 

 
• • Instrumental value is the value as a means to an end.  
 
Utilitarians are divided into two  
• • Earlier Utilitarians  
• • Contemporary  
 
Earlier utilitarian considers ataraxia as the only thing that has value for its own sake while the contemporary 
utilitarian starting from Bentham and Mill says that the only thing that has negative value is pain and sadness.  
According to Bentham, the bottom line of human psychology is the attainment of pleasure and the avoidance 
of pain. For Bentham, pleasure & pain are the 2 masters governing human psychology.  
In the contemporary setting, utilitarianism says that everyone should perform that act or follow that moral rule 
that would bring about the greatest good/happiness for everyone concerned.  
• • Bentham = G.H.P (Greatness Happiness Principle)  
 
From the theory of value, an action becomes right (morally) if it brings the greatest amount of pleasure to the 
greatest amount of people in the moral universe. In its final analysis, the sole ultimate standard of right and 
obligation is the principle of utility or beneficence  
Utilitarianism is divided into two  
• • Act Utilitarianism  
• • Rule Utilitarianism  
 
Act Utilitarianism  
This says that everyone should perform that action which will bring about the greatest amount of good over 
bad from anyone affected by that same action. The singular reason why advocates or proponents of act 
utilitarianism do not set up rules or guidelines for an action is because they feel that each situation and each 
person are different.  
Rule Utilitarianism  
1. This is to provide an answer to many of the problems of act utilitarianism  
2. It tries from experience and careful reasoning to set up a series of rules and guidelines that if whom followed 
will yield the greatest good for all humanity.  
 
By definition, rule utilitarianism is saying that everyone should always follow that rule that will bring about the 
greatest good for all concerned.  
ETHICAL EGOISM  
Ethical Egoism is not the same as selfishness, which could be the behaviour that is not in the egoist self-internet 
at all. i.e. if I’m always acting selfishly, people may hate me and generally 
 



 

 

treat me badly, so it might be more in my self-interest not to be selfish. One may even go far as to be altruist in 
behaviour at least some of the time when it’s in ones’ self-interest to be so. So ethical egoism cannot be 
equated to be selfishness nor should it be equated to having big ego or being conceited. An egoist might very 
well conceited or on the other hand appear to be very self-effacing and humble. Ethical egoism can take 3 
forms.  
1. Individual Ethical Egoism: state that everyone ought to act in my self-interest.  
2. Personal Ethical Egoism: state that I ought to act in my own self-interest but I take no claim about what 
anyone else ought to do  
3. Universal Ethical Egoism: which states as its basic principle that everyone should act in his/her interest own 
self-interest regardless of the interest of others unless their interest also serves his/hers.  
 
ETHICAL ALTRUISM  
According to Ross, ethical altruism is the furtherance of the interest of others (other moral agents or 
individuals) at whatever cost that it may be to ourselves. Ethical egoism is subsumed (swallowed) in the by part 
of ethical altruism, capitalism entails altruism.  
• • Ethical doctrine which state that the furtherance of the interest of others is the morally right action.  
• • An action is morally right if it promotes the interest of others  
 
PSYCHOLOGICAL EGOSIM  
This is an ethical determine which state that what motivates moral agents to act is that, the moral agents are 
by nature packaged or wired to be self-interested. It is trying to address the question of “how do we describe 
the human nature?”  
Types of psychological Egoism  
Weak psychological egoism: this states that a person can belong to any theory like altruism, egoism etc. but 
the bottom line out of all these is self-interest.  
Strong psychological Egoism: this states that there is no other cause for human action except self- interest, 
that no other theory is relevant. The only reason why we behave in any form like altruism, egoism, 
utilitarianism, but all those is to promote self-interest.  

ETHICAL NON – CONSEQUENTIALIST THEORY  
Act non-consequentialist theory  
Intuitionism  
This is a non-consequentialist ethical doctrine which sees human intuition as a basics of morality. The general 
reason for ethical intuitionism is; 



 

 

 
i i. Any well-meaning moral agent seems to have an immediate sense of right and wrong.  
ii ii. Moral agents had moral ideas and conviction long before morality existed or became a study.  
iii iii. Our reasoning of all moral matters usually is used to confirm our more direct perceptions or 
intuitions  
iv iv. Our reasoning can go wrong in relation to moral as well as others and then, we must full back upon 
moral insights and intuition.  
 
Rule non-consequentialist theory  
 
Divine command Theory: 
This states that morality is not based upon the consequences of actions nor upon self-interest but rather upon 
something that is higher than the mundane event or imperfect rules or laws made by man. The divine 
command theory is solely dependent on the knowledge of God. By the name divine rule, the moral rightness of 
an action depend on what God says also, the moral wrongness of an action is solely dependent on the rule 
created by that divine being called God.  

ETHICAL DEONTOLOGY  
Kantian Ethics or Duty ethics by Immanuel Kant  
• • The good will  
• • Morality for reasoning alone  
• • The two imperatives of one principles of universalization  
 
Deontology here can be divided into two Greek words: “Deon” meaning duty and “Logos” meaning science. Put 
together, meaning the ‘science of duty’ or ‘the ethics of duty’  
Goodwill: to Kant, nothing is good in itself except the goodwill. The goodwill is defined as the will which is a 
uniquely human ability to act in accordance to rules, laws, guidelines or principles regardless of interest or 
consequences. The capacity to live in a community and make it better  
Morality for reasoning alone: Kant is saying that apart from the goodwill, the next thing is reason. “After the 
goodwill, reason is the 2nd most important human attribute and therefore it is possible to setup valid moral rule 
on a basis of reasoning alone not by reference to any supernatural being or empirical evidence but by logical 
reasoning which establishes indisputable logic in mathematics and logic such as 2+2=4, no circles as square and 
all triangles are 3 sided (according to this concept, man is by nature a social animal with the capacity to reason) 
(the nature of misbehaviour or amoral is within or naturally inherent but it is only the capacity to reason 
logically or the ability of good reasoning that subjects the evil nature) • For Kant, anyone who cannot submit to 
the rules and standards of the society is not normal or has his reasoning tampered with  
• • The capacity to follow the dictates of goodwill shows reason morality can only function when reason 
prevails  
• • That thing which has positive intrinsic value according to deontology ethics is the goodwill  
 
Morality can be known through 2 imperatives  
i i. Categorical imperative  
ii ii. Practical imperative  
 
The categorical imperative: act only that maxim (rules, guidelines or precepts) which you as a moral agent can 
consistently will to become a law of nature.  



 

 

The practical imperative: “act so as to treat humanity whether in your own self-interest or in the person of 
another moral agent in every case always as an end to itself and never as a means to an end e.g. suicide  
According to Kant, the imperative of morality is always categorical  
• • If you use categorical and practical imperative at the same time, they would always give you the same 
end result.  
• • The two imperatives are different totally from the golden rule.  
 
NB Golden rule is subjective while the imperatives are universal  
DEONTOLOGICAL VS UTILITARIANISM  
Utilitarianism is based on one principle (GHP). It applies only to the theory of right & wrong and not value. It 
states that act is morally right, which of all those available to the moral agents will provide the greatest amount 
of happiness or pleasure to the least amount of people pain or unhappiness to the greatest number of moral 
agents or person in that particular moral interest.  
Deontology in this sense (science of duty) consist of moral principles or morality as a form of imperative  



 

 

VIRTUE ETHICS(CHARACTER)  
This depicts something different from consequentialist and non – consequentialist. Virtue ethics is not 
interested in the nature of morality, the one thing it wants to 
___________________________________________________________________________  
The genesis of this discussion can be traced to a philosopher named Aristotle in his work ‘the Nicomachean 
ethics’. The Nicomachean ethics is teleological in nature i.e. the purpose, aim, objective, end point, end-
product (nature).  
  
*Nicomachean is from the word Nicomacus and Nicomacus was the Son of Aristotle  

From this, Aristotle is saying that every act or choice aims at a particular purpose. Aristotle is directly proposing 
a particular thing “that there are natural ethical tendencies implanted in human beings and that, to follow 
these ethical tendencies with a general good attitude of consistent harmony and proportion constitute an 
ethical life” i.e. follow what is naturally right, doing what nature has placed upon has a form of responsibility. It 
is not a social duty but a natural duty.  

META-ETHICS  
Another name for this is critical or analytical ethics. In general, Meta ethics is one is the basic branches of moral 
philosophy that studies the nature and methodology of moral judgments.  
According to William Boyce, Meta ethics is concerned with two basic issues:  
• • How ethical statement are justified  
• • How ethical terms are defined  
 
On a more Broadway, Meta ethics in philosophy is a branch of ethics that seeks to understand the nature if 
ethical judgments. Meta ethics address the following questions.  
1. What is the meaning of ethical terms?  
2. What is the nature of moral judgments?  
3. How do we justify moral judgments?  
 
Basically, it is commonly believed that some actions, practice, institutions are good or bad, right or wrong and 
we often know that they are so. Is kindness right or sometimes wrong should we always be honest or truthful.  
Meta-Ethical Theories  
1. Ethical cognitivism  
2. Ethical non-cognitivism  
3. Ethical naturalism  
4. Ethical non-naturalism  
5. Ethical objective  
6. Ethical subjective  
7. Ethical absolutism  
8. Ethical anti-realism  
9. Ethical relativism  
 
MORAL RELATIVISM  
This is a Meta ethical theory which hold that there is no absolute standard ethics instead we have several moral 
standards. As a Meta ethical theory, relativism does not provide the criteria for _____________________ right 



 

 

and wrong rather it states that in the case of conflicting ethical judgment there is no rational base of justifying 
one against the other. The 2 conflicting opinions will be equally sound  
MORAL ABSOLUTISM  
As a meta-ethical theory, moral absolutism specifying deny the postulation or moral relativism. According to 
William Boyce, the single claim of absolutism is that it is impossible for conflicting ethical opinions to be equally 
valid. If two ethical opinions differ in their basic moral assumption, it is impossible for both of them to be right.  
ETHICAL NATURALISM  
Ethical naturalism in general is the view that everything in nature is has natural explanation. According to 
William Boyce, there are three basic propositions to ethical naturalism  
1. There are moral tools i.e. ethical statements are either true or false  
2. Ethical questions can be defined in non-ethical terms  
3. Ethical questions can be answered by empirical observations  
 
ETHICAL NON-NATURALISM  
This is a denial of ethical naturalism. It is a meta-ethical theory which holds that there is a distinction between 
the world as a collection of facts and the moral evaluation of those facts. Philosophers in this category are G.E 
Moore, WE Ross, Frantz Bertrand. These philosophers or the ethical non-naturalist agree on the following 
propositions  
1. Ethical terms cannot be defined in non-ethical terms  
2. Ethical issues can be answered by non-empiricas observations  
 

 


