
the story of

ETHICS
H o w  t h e  m e d i a  g o t  m o r a l ,  o r  n o t

In which we 
discover that 
pretty much 
everything is 
relative... 
except ethics.

RELATIVISM



There are three types of moral claims:
Subjective, 

inter-subjective, and objective

A claim or judgment is subjective if its truth depends on whether or 
not it conforms to the tastes, attitudes, and beliefs of the claimer 
(the person making the claim).   

EXAMPLE: “Anchovies taste yummy.”  (a matter of taste) 

Trust 
me... I don’t 
taste good 

at all. 
Really.

A claim or judgment is inter-subjective if its truth depends on whether 
or not it conforms to the beliefs, attitudes, and conventions of the 
group to which the claimer belongs. 

EXAMPLE: “It is rude to belch at the dinner table.” 
(a matter of custom) 

If i 
belch, 

you’ll get 
barbequed.

 A claim or judgment is objective if its 
truth does NOT depend on whether it 
conforms to the beliefs or attitudes of 
any group or individual. 

EXAMPLE: “The earth is spherical.” (a 
matter of fact)  

so, 
there’s no 
such thing 
as upside 

down.



depends 
on who’s 
rowing.

MORE EXAMPLES...

•It’s normal to eat meat. 
Inter-subjective

IT 
MOST 

CERTAINLY 
IS NOT

•Sailing in the open ocean 
is a pleasant experience.

Subjective

•The boiling point of water is 100°C.

objective
[Note that although the boiling point 

of water is “relative” in the sense that 
it varies according to atmospheric 

pressure, it is not relative in the sense 
defined above.] 

• The time it takes to travel from earth to 
another planet, 20 light-years away, at 
50% of the speed of light is 10 years.

objective
[Again, although the time it takes the 

spaceship to travel this distance is 
relative to one’s position, See Einstein’s 

Theory of Special Relativity, it is not 
relative in the sense defined above.] 

I SURE 
HOPE THIS 
IS DENVER!



ETHICAL/CULTURAL RELATIVISM
Ethical relativism is the view that ALL moral claims are inter-subjective. 

• Cultural relativism holds that the 
moral conventions of a culture 
determine what it is right and 
wrong for the members of that 
culture to do.   

• On this view, seemingly conflicting 
moral judgments can be equally 
correct when made from within 
different cultural contexts.  

★ (Consider the claim “It is wrong 
to eat beef,” which is true from 
within orthodox Hinduism but 
false from within certain other 
cultures.) 

i love my 
cow.

moo

Cultural Relativism claims that the key to understanding 
morality is that different cultures have different moral codes.

• It says that there are no independent standards by which to judge 
“correct” or “incorrect” actions.

• Thus, all standards are “culture-bound.”

The concept of cultural relativism contains the 
following claims:

• There is no objective “truth” in morality. Right and wrong are 
only matters of opinion, and opinions vary from culture to 
culture. 

• There is no objective standard that can be used to 
judge one societal code better than another.

• Different cultures have different moral codes, and the moral 
code of a society determines what is right within that society.

• The moral code of our own society has no special status.

• It is mere arrogance for us to try to judge the conduct of 
other peoples. We should, therefore, adopt an attitude of 
tolerance toward the practices of other cultures.

No right 
or wrong? 
now that’s 
good news.



Is this a sound argument?
Does it follow that just because people disagree that there is no 
objective truth? What will that lead to?

I disagree.
Drop it! I disagree.

You drop it!

Relativism sometimes leads to “truths” that are later disproved.

A fact that made sailors 
very happy...

in the 
Rennaisance, 
It’s round, 
like a ball.

in the 
middle ages, The 
world is flat, 

like a pizza.

DOes this 
mean we’ll 
sail off the 

edge?

yippee! no 
more sailing 
off the edge!

I could 
have told 

those fools 
that..

This may have really 
happened in 1883... 
or maybe not.



Can we take Cultural 
Relativism seriously?

If we did, could no longer say that the 
customs of other societies are morally 
inferior to our own. ANY CUSTOMS!

It’s only 
human 

sacrifice. 
What’s the 
big deal?

it’s 
a big deal 
to me!!!

seriously. 
It’s only a 

bull.

so, Is there 
anything good about 
cultural relativism?

Where 
I come 

from, being 
small isn’t 
such a bad 

thing.

We become more tolerant of other 
people and realize that we may be 
blinded by our own cultural prejudices.

If pigs 
could fly, we 
wouldn’t eat 

bacon.



Are there any values that all cultures might have in common?

• Care for the 
young.

• Truth telling

• Prohibition 
against murder

• Others?

    What would a 
culture-neutral 

standard of 
rightness be like?  
(a standard that might be 
acceptable to all cultures)

•     Objectively valid moral 
principles are those that 
promote and protect the 
interests of all relevant beings.  

•     On this view, whether a cultural practice is morally good or bad depends on 
whether it promotes or hinders the welfare of those who are affected by it. 

However, 
it’s up to 

us to 
decide 

who’s a 
relevant 

being.

I think 
aliens 
should 

definitly be 
included.

I think 
chickens are 

definitly 
relevant.

I think 
aliens 

should not 
be included, 

but 
chickens 
should.



ETHICAL SUBJECTIVISM
It’s all about us, isn’t it.

Ethical Subjectivism is:

• The idea that our moral opinions are based on our 
feelings, and nothing more.

• There is no right or wrong, only expressions of our 
feelings.

• Therefore, we can’t judge another’s opinion as being 
“wrong” or “right” since it is merely an opinion and 
nothing else.

This is 
still a great 
idea... just on 

a smaller 
scale.

Here’s the kind of argument Ethical Subjectivism 
boils down to:

• “Using sex to sell products is morally acceptable.” (in my opinion) 

• “Using sex to sell products is morally unacceptable.” (in my opinion)

Since both are statements of opinion, neither can 
contest the other.

do you 
think i’m 

sexy enough 
to sell 
coffee?

Thus, there are no such things as 
moral “facts,” only our attitudes 

about morality.

The problem is that this argument 
assumes only two possibilities:

•  There are moral “facts” in the same way that there 
are facts about stars and planets; or

• Our “values” are nothing more than the expression of 
our subjective feelings.

This argument overlooks a 
crucial third possibility:

MORAL TRUTHS ARE TRUTHS OF REASON.

That is, a moral judgment is true if it 
is backed by better reasons than the 
alternatives.

ah, 
reason 

watson! 
that’s the 

thing!



Think of accepting 
Ethical Subjectivism 
as an excuse... 
We don’t usually allow 
people to do things 
simply because they 
“feel” they’re right.
WE WANT 
REASONS.

I 
plugged 
him cuz I 

felt like it.

well 
then, you’re 

under 
arrest.

imagine 
how i 
feel...

What we have done instead is to develop theories of 
rightness and obligation based on the notion of reason:

Each person ought to do 
whatever will best promote 

his or her own interests. 
(Ethical Egoism)

We ought to do whatever 
will promote the greatest 

happiness for the greatest 
number. (Utilitarianism)

Our duty is to follow rules that 
we would be willing to have 
followed by all people in all 

circumstances. (Kant’s theory) 

We ought to strive to 
develop a “good” character. 

(Virtue Ethics)



Customs do not concern 
themselves with right or 

wrong or reason.... A crime 
persevered in a thousand 

centuries ceases to be a crime 
and becomes a virtue. This is 

the law of custom, and 
custom supersedes all other 

forms of law.

Theory

• A theory is a model, based on and 
representing reality

• If it works as a model, it can be used to 
guide and/or predict reality.

The Ethical Theories we will study

• Consequential theories

• Non-Consequential theories

• Social Contract theory

• Virtue/Character ethics

E=mc
2


