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The first edition of Do Morals Matter? appeared in 2007. It is amazing how in 
10 years the world can change so much. The sanguine assumptions about mar-
ket economies, epitomized by the declaration of Francis Fukuyama that liberal 
democracies are the ‘end of history’, were brutally challenged in the great 
depression of 2008. With Brexit in Britain and the election of President 
Trump in the United States, our picture of an ever‐connected global village is 
dissipating. Attitudes to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender persons have 
changed in the United States and Europe much faster than anyone could have 
foreseen. New ethical areas are emerging – for example, cyber ethics. In medi-
cal ethics, dramatic advances are being made. In 2007, the first edition dis-
cussed screening, but the idea that for just $199 you could purchase a medical 
assessment of your genetic medical propensities was difficult to imagine.

Reviewers were positive about the first edition, so much of the original 
material has been maintained. The chapter surveys set out options; the author’s 
judgement is offered towards the end of the book. The concept of a morally 
serious person (MSP) remains the core argument of the book. The most sig-
nificant change in this new edition is that the book is more obviously a text-
book. Boxes that provide clear and succinct student‐friendly summaries have 
been created. Goals and outcomes of each chapter are explained at the begin-
ning of each chapter. Questions are provided for reflection and discussion at 
the end of the chapter.

Perhaps the ‘normal’ that characterized much of the latter part of the twenti-
eth century in Britain and America is coming to an end. And perhaps having 
some sort of ethical map is more important than ever. This book seeks to pro-
vide an ethical map that might, hopefully, help us live through the uncertainty 
of our time.

Preface
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Goals of this chapter:

●● to reflect on the complex relationship between ethical reflection and moral 
behaviour;

●● to explore the difference between ethics and morals;
●● to explain the structure of the book;
●● to introduce the concept of a morally serious person.

Thinking about ethics can be dangerous, so it is with some nervousness that 
I invite you to join me on a journey around the ethical world. The problem is 
this: rational reflection can expose certain tensions in a person that were 
hitherto hidden. As the old slogan goes: ethics are caught, not taught. Parents 
are the primary vehicle for ethical education and the process for this is not 
argument but example. In a healthy family, children are provided with good 
role models. Kindness and love permeate the home. Constructive mutual 
affirming habits are formed – one learns that as one is kind to others so others 
are kind to you. Discipline does not need to resort to violence and uncontrolled 
violence is never seen. In this environment, the basis of morality is laid. Certain 
assumptions – do unto others as you would have them do unto you – become 
part of the furniture of your mind.

Given all this, the trouble with ethical reflection as an adult is that you can 
inadvertently unpack all the good work that your parents did when bringing 
you up. You start asking awkward questions: what is wrong with selfishness? 
How do I know what is right and good? Given that sex is pleasurable, why not 
seek as many pleasurable sexual experiences as possible? As the questions are 
raised, so the unthinking assumptions are challenged. Suddenly, alternative 
answers which have not occurred to you before emerge. These alternatives 
become temptations. In short, this book needs a health warning: thinking 
about ethics can damage your ethical health.

Thinking about Ethics
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So why write it? And from your point of view, why read it? The term ‘globalist’ 
has become a term of abuse as ‘populist’ movements start getting attention. 
The Supreme Court in the United States is likely to revisit the abortion consen-
sus. Interest is growing in cyber ethics, especially around privacy. With this 
renewed interest in ethics, we do need a new map of the ethical territory. This 
map must include all the major landmarks from the past, and add comment, 
reflection, and analysis in the light of this changing world. In writing this book 
my goal has been simple – it is to provide an up‐to‐date, accurate, interesting 
map of this changing ethical world.

Any map that opens up new ethical questions will have to face the possibility 
that some readers will become preoccupied with some of the old fundamental 
questions and perhaps arrive at answers that damage their current healthy 
ethical assumptions. This is an unavoidable risk.

However, to mitigate this a little, this map does have a suggested route – a 
message. It will introduce you to the concept of a morally serious person (MSP). 
This is a person who takes ethical discourse seriously and strives to live in a 
positive and constructive way. As you work through each chapter, you will see 
serious ethical exchanges about the nature of ethical discourse and the appro-
priate way to think about certain questions. At the end, I shall argue that, 
regardless of the position you actually take on many questions, the responsible 
obligation on us all is to take part in the conversation and be motivated by the 
quest for a position that is life enhancing and committed to the care of others.

In the more descriptive chapters, I have attempted to be as fair as I can be to 
the main arguments and positions in the various debates. I have tried to be 
‘objective’. Naturally, in this postmodern age, we now know that strict objectiv-
ity is impossible. Value judgements are involved at every stage. I have made a 
selection of views that I consider important: at this point, I am clearly making 
a judgement. Perhaps more seriously, there are certain points in the narrative 
where I develop an argument. In Chapter 4, I strongly suggest that consequen-
tialist and deontological positions (terms that will be explained in that chapter) 
can be transcended with appropriate emphasis on the ‘responsible self ’. In 
Chapter 9, I argue that Roman Catholics are the only major group who can 
consistently oppose homosexuality. And in Chapter 10, I attempt to show that 
business ethics is in the interests of good business. However, beyond this, my 
goal has been to describe the options – not to decide between them.

Naturally I do hold opinions on such tricky issues as the significance of reli-
gion, abortion, and environmentalism. So, in the very last chapter I do present 
my ethical world‐view. In so doing, I trust it will help to demonstrate how one 
goes about making ethical judgements. The danger of just being presented 
with arguments on both sides is that it compounds the impression that there is 
no way of deciding between options. This last chapter should help overcome 
that impression.

Before we start the journey, there are certain preliminaries that need to be 
established. This we shall do now.
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1.1  Ethics and Morals

For many, these two words are synonyms. However, a distinction between 
‘morals’ and ‘ethics’ can be helpful. Ethics is the realm of ‘rational reflection 
upon human behaviour’. As Peter Baelz (1977, p. 2) puts it: ‘Ethics, then, is a 
reflective, or theoretical, business. It aims in the first instance at understanding 
rather than decision. It takes stock of the moral scene. It steps back from the 
immediately practical and attempts to discover some underlying pattern or 
order in the immense variety of moral decisions and practices both of individu-
als and societies.’ Morals are the actual practical problem that we face in a par-
ticular situation or circumstance. Although most chapters start with a moral 
problem, this book is a primer about ethics – therefore it stands back and deals 
with the big picture.

Another distinction is commonplace in the literature. This is the distinction 
between descriptive ethics and normative ethics. Descriptive ethics simply – as 
the word implies – describes the major ethical traditions both historically and 
today. The task is understanding. Normative ethics, on the other hand, will try 
to adjudicate between positions. It will attempt to suggest what is right, rather 
than describing the ways that others believe are right. This book weaves these 
two types of ethics together: it will describe the main ethical traditions, yet also 
offer the arguments of those who take a position. The last chapter is where 
your author and guide offers an adjudication about the strength and weakness 
of the arguments that have been considered in this book.

1.2  Thought Exercises and Case Studies

Each chapter (with the exception of the last two) will start with a thought 
exercise or a case study. A thought exercise is an abstract exercise that seeks 
to think through a principle. It constructs an imaginary scenario, which often 
serves as part of an argument. The famous article by Judith Jarvis Thomson 
called ‘A Defense of Abortion’ started with a thought exercise that she hoped 
would invite the reader to concede a principle that she wants to use in her 
pro‐abortion argument. You will find this thought exercise reproduced at 
the start of Chapter 11. A case study is an actual moral problem that identi-
fies a pivotal issue for decision‐making. Case studies are realistic and often 
actual dilemmas.

The reason why each chapter begins with a thought exercise or case study is 
that ethical discourse needs to be grounded. In other words, thought exercises 
and case studies link our ethical reflection with moral problems. The ethical 
arguments in this book have implications for the way that we behave, the things 
we do and say, and the priorities for our future. The thought exercise or case 
study should make these connections.



1  Thinking about Ethics4

Do, please, use the thought exercise or case study as dinner‐time conversa-
tion. As you find your guests exhausting the normal topics of children, schools, 
mortgages, and pensions, it is good to introduce a few moral problems into the 
conversation. It may liven the whole thing up!

1.3  Let the Journey Begin

With these preliminaries out of the way, you are now ready to embark on the 
journey. The book is divided into three sections. Chapters 2 to 8 deal with 
meta‐ethics (or philosophical ethics). We start with the basic question ‘Why 
not do wrong?’ and move through the whole debate about the fundamental 
nature of moral discourse and its relationship with religions. You will be intro-
duced to Immanuel Kant and John Stuart Mill; natural law and virtue ethics 
will be described; and by the end of this section, your vocabulary will include 
such terms as ‘deontological’ and ‘consequentialist’. Although the focus is on 
the Western philosophical traditions, Chapter 6 does look at the key areas of 
ethical agreement and disagreement across the major world religions, and 
Chapter  8 provides a sympathetic description and critique of the secular 
humanist tradition.

The second section is much more applied. Chapter 9 looks at the realm of 
human sexuality; Chapter 10 examines business ethics; Chapter 11 embarks on 
the complex area of medical ethics; Chapter 12 explores the moral problems 
involved in war; Chapter 13 takes up the problems of government and power; 
Chapter 14 looks at environmental ethics; and Chapter 15 engages with the 
ever‐changing world of the Internet. It is perfectly possible to move straight to 
the second section or to read particular chapters. Each chapter is a separate 
entity that can be read on its own.

As already mentioned, it is in the third section that I become a conversation 
partner. In Chapter 16, I make explicit the implicit argument of the book that 
we all need to take ethical discourse seriously. You can be almost anything and 
an MSP (gay, Catholic, or rich); it is an approach or disposition to life that is 
characterized by the sense that moral discourse matters. In the last chapter, I 
discard my apparent neutrality and explain precisely how I see the issues that 
we have explored together. If you don’t want to be subjected to my ethical 
prejudices, then feel free to skip this section.

Finally, I do hope this book is enjoyable. Although my goal is to cultivate an 
MSP, the seriousness is not meant in terms of being sober or miserable. Indeed, 
the opposite is true: our seriousness should run parallel with the capacity to 
appreciate the ironies of life that cannot help but produce a smile. The moral 
life can and should be fun; and reading about it should also be fun.
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Reflection Questions

1	 What, if anything, is the difference between ethics and morals?

2	 What is the difference between ‘descriptive ethics’ and ‘normative ethics’?

Discussion Questions

1	 Do you agree that learning about ethics can damage your ethical health?

2	 Do you think there are some types of positions or views that are incompat-
ible with the concept of a morally serious person?

3	 The author promises to provide a neutral summary of the main issues in 
most chapters, saving his position for the end of the book. Do you think a 
neutral summary is possible? Do you think the author might be deluding 
himself?

Reference

Baelz, Peter. 1977. Ethics and Belief. London: Sheldon Press.
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Goals of this chapter:

●● to consider the nature of moral language – in particular, words such as right 
and ought;

●● to explore the thought of Nietzsche.

2.1  Thought Exercise

Imagine, if you can, a large lever located in an extremely secure computer room 
within a prestigious university. Imagine further that this lever triggers a 
complex cyber reaction which, courtesy of numerous satellites, results in the 
death, ostensibly of natural causes, of a middle‐aged man in Bangladesh. The 
obscenely rich independent backer of the project invites you to pull the lever. 
He offers you $5 million to do so. Would you accept the offer?

The place to begin our exploration of ethics is with a simple fundamental 
question. What is wrong with being selfish? The word ‘ethics’ implies that we 
need to reflect upon our behaviour. However, reflection is simplified 
considerably if we start with the assumption that the ‘right’ action (and the 
inverted commas captures the potential ambiguity of that word) is simply the 
one that furthers most effectively our self‐interest. This thought exercise 
challenges us to decide whether an ostensibly ‘immoral act’ can be justified by 
the enormous potential personal gain. The dilemma is simple: would you 
murder another human being for a large financial gain? And if not, why not?

There are a whole set of obvious questions that need to confronted. How 
could I be sure that the backer would indeed pay me? How would I cope with 
the guilt? Surely I should not pull the lever because I wouldn’t want someone to 
pull the lever on me?

For the purpose of this case study, let me respond to these objections as 
follows. The financial backer has the cash there in front of you; he can clearly 

Why Not Do Wrong?
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afford to pay you and anyway you know from others in different situations that 
he has indeed paid up. He also offers you a course of Prozac and a team of 
personal and confidential counsellors to help you talk through any post‐lever 
guilt. And given that the technology underpinning the lever is unique, you 
need not worry about the lever being pulled on you.

At this point you might object that the whole exercise is a nonsense: the lever 
doesn’t exist. Murdering for money is difficult and messy. Yet the thought 
exercise does confront us with the basic issue about the character of morality. 
For a person with considerable power, for example Stalin, there are moments 
when human life can be sacrificed for a personal gain. And the thought exercise 
is intended to eliminate all the other factors that often cause us to be moral, 
such as detection, guilt, and fear of reprisal. Detection is eliminated because it 
is not in the interests of anyone to expose the deed; guilt is eliminated by the 
promise of medication and therapy; and reprisal is eliminated because this is a 
unique machine underpinned by unique technology. It zooms in, then, on our 
fundamental attitude to human life. ‘Thou shalt not kill’, decrees the Ten 
Commandments, and the question is: are we committed to that truth even 
when the potential gain would be enormous?

2.2  Standing Back from the Thought Exercise

At the heart of this thought exercise is the question about the nature of ‘ethics’. 
On one level, a definition of ‘ethics’ is easy: it is an attempt to analyse the 
reasons for certain actions. But on another level, the definition of ethics is 
extremely difficult. This is because the ethical vocabulary is a little strange.

Consider the words ‘ought’, ‘right’, and ‘wrong’. This is the language of ethics. 
Yet what precisely do they mean? When I say, ‘I really ought to go to my son’s 
soccer match’, I am not, normally, saying, ‘I really want to go to my son’s soccer 
match’. I construct that sentence when a friend has turned to me and said, 
perhaps, ‘Would you like to come to the baseball game tonight?’ The implied 
explanation is that my personal preference would indeed be to see the Yankees 
beat the Red Sox; however, I am feeling this obligation that makes me think 
that to do that particular action would be wrong. My sense of obligation makes 
me think that the right thing to do is to watch my son’s soccer match. So, we 
seem to have a clash between our personal preferences and our ethical 
obligation. It almost sounds as if something external to myself is pushing down 
on me and telling me that the right thing to do is something that I don’t want 
to do (or at least, left to myself, it would come in as a second preference to the 
baseball option).

Or let us think about the language of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. Imagine a 
conversation where you are discussing an old man wanting a sexual relationship 
with a 10‐year‐old child. Now, I think that is wrong. I have a variety of reasons 
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for thinking it is ‘wrong’, even if the 10‐year‐old is showing exceptional maturity 
or expresses a desire for the relationship. If others disagree with me, then the 
word ‘wrong’ extends to them. I would say that they are ‘wrong’; they are 
‘mistaken’. In invoking the word ‘wrong’, I seem to be making a universal claim 
that applies to everyone. It isn’t simply my opinion but it is a universal claim 
that I expect everyone to agree with.

So, the word ‘ought’ seems to imply an external agency pushing down on me 
that requires me to take a course of action that conflicts with my preferences; 
the word ‘wrong’ (and conversely when I use the word ‘right’) seems to imply a 
universal claim that applies to all people, even if (perhaps especially if ) they 
disagree with me.

2.3  Ethics and Religion

Once this point is grasped about ethical language, you can immediately see 
why one doesn’t go very far in the ethical discussion before one encounters 
religion. It might come as a surprise to a ‘secular’ Westerner that religion 
still matters, but when it comes to ethics, it matters a great deal. It is clear, 
as Alasdair MacIntyre (1985) has shown, that ethical categories emerged in 
a culture that assumed the truth of a religious universe. The ‘ought’ made 
sense because God had built into the universe certain moral truths that are 
then binding upon us. We will look later in the book at precisely how this 
works – it is called the idea of ‘natural law’. But for now, let us note how the 
external nature of moral discourse coupled with its all‐embracing universal 
claims make perfect sense if you believe in a God who created the world and 
cares for it.

Now, the project of providing a secular account of moral discourse has been 
a major preoccupation of many post‐Enlightenment secular thinkers, and we 
will look at some of the major secular accounts, especially Utilitarianism, in 
later chapters. However, before we all go along with the assumption that any 
convincing account of morality needs to do without God, because many people 
today are irreligious, it is worth pausing and challenging that assumption.

There is a widespread view, most recently defended by Steve Bruce (2002), 
that with the European growth in science and technology there comes, 
inevitably, an increasing lack of commitment to religion. This lack of 
commitment to religion, or, to put it more accurately, the decline in the 
authority of religious institutions, is often called the secularization process. 
However, it is worth noting that this view has come under increasing attack. 
The obvious exception, which was always recognized, is ‘America’. Religious 
participation in the United States remains steady and strong at approximately 
40%, and, moreover, the true ‘exception’ is not the United States but Europe! It 
is clear that as other parts of the world embrace technology and science (e.g. 
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Asia, the Middle East), they are not embracing secularism. As Grace Davie 
(2000) has shown, European secularism is marked by both a growing failure of 
memory and an inability of people to engage in common activities. It is often 
claimed that football is the new religion of Britain, but this is clearly false. 
Gathering at football matches has itself declined since the 1950s in even faster 
numbers than gathering at churches. Many more watch football on television 
than attend games, and it is equally true that many millions watch religious 
activities on television. The funeral of Princess Diana might be seen as the 
religious equivalent of the World Cup Final – and the religious ceremony won 
by a large margin. In addition, not only churches and football matches but also 
trade unions, political parties, and women’s organizations are all in trouble. In 
fact, church attendance decline is less dramatic than many of these ‘secular’ 
activities. People in Europe are simply ceasing to ‘gather’. It is clearly a separate 
point whether Europe’s exceptionalism is desirable or not.

Religion will be a significant theme in this book about ethics, but it will not 
assume that to be ethical one need be religious. Empirically, it is clear that is not 
the case: there are plenty of remarkable people who are deeply virtuous (to lapse 
into moral language without any explanation of what precisely I mean); and there 
are plenty of religious people who are deeply unpleasant, intolerant, and cruel. 
However, at the level of justification and common usage, it does look at first sight 
as if the religious people have an advantage. The words ‘ought’ and ‘wrong’ often 
seem to make more sense or to be more at home within a religious world‐view.

With these preliminaries out of the way, we are now at the point that we can 
return to the question underpinning our thought exercise. Why not do wrong? 
What is wrong with selfishness? One possible answer to this question is 
‘nothing’. This was the answer given by the nineteenth‐century genius, Friedrich 
Nietzsche.

2.4  Introducing Friedrich Nietzsche1

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) was the son of a Lutheran pastor. He had a 
strict classical education. At age 8 there were signs of a philosopher emerging. 
At 12, his slightly obsessive streak was beginning to show: he would wake up 
extremely early and then work all day, long into the evening. Perhaps because 
of this punishing schedule, he was to be haunted by illness throughout his life. 
At the age of 24, when he was made Professor of Philosophy at Basle, his mind 
would play tricks on him: he worried about unseen forces ‘behind the chair’. 
More generally, he suffered from stomach pains, vomiting, headaches, and 
pains in and around his eyes. All things considered, perhaps, it is not surprising 
that his life was relatively short. He died when he was 56; and for the last 10 
years of his life, he was unable to construct any coherent arguments. It is as if 
this genius worked himself to death.
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His intellectual journey had several significant resting places. When he was 
a young man, in his twenties, he was sympathetic to the philosophy of 
Schopenhauer (1788–1860). However, Schopenhauer proved insufficiently 
radical for Nietzsche, so he moved on. He devoured the work of Charles 
Darwin; he sensed the growing scepticism about God in his culture. He 
anticipated both naturalism (i.e. the view that asserts there is nothing beyond 
the natural world) and certain forms of ‘postmodernism’ (i.e. the challenge to 
the belief of modernity and premodernity that there is an explanation for 
reality that we can identify as true). He left a considerable corpus of writing, 
and he covered a range of themes: the need to regenerate European culture; the 
nature of education; the implications of science for our view of ourselves; a ‘yes 
to life’; the nature of morality; the death of God – and many more. Anyone 
wanting to appreciate our modern period needs to grapple with the thought of 
Friedrich Nietzsche.

2.5  Interpreting Nietzsche

Nietzsche (1844–1900) is probably one of the most controversial of all philoso-
phers. The range of interpretations of Nietzsche’s work is considerable. It has, 
for example, been viewed with considerable suspicion because of the use made 
of it by Hitler and the Nazis; he was apparently Hitler’s favourite philosopher. 
It was thanks to Walter Kaufmann (1974) that this suspicion was overcome and 
Nietzsche was liberated from such associations. Kaufmann turned Nietzsche 
into a relatively straightforward humanist existentialist (i.e. one who places 
considerable stress on experience) and pragmatist (one who uses the criterion 
of ‘usefulness’ to evaluate assertions), who denies all metaphysics – and then 
confronts the ethical implications of such a denial. The problem with this 
interpretation is that there are just too many parts of Nietzsche that are much 
more radical than it implies. Repeatedly, he denies the possibility of all knowl-
edge, describing science as ‘an interpretation and arrangement of the world … 
and not an explanation of the world’ (Nietzsche 1990, section 14, p. 44). This 
led to the quest for the ‘new Nietzsche’, with which I am in sympathy. On this 
view, Nietzsche’s views are a radical challenge to truth and morality as 
traditionally understood.

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900)

A deeply provocative thinker who sought to confront the implications of 
Darwinian science. His work went through a range of different stages. 
Interpretations of Nietzsche vary considerably, from the pragmatic existentialist 
to the philosopher of the Nazis. The quest for the new Nietzsche tends to 
emphasize his postmodern sympathies and his radical view of truth.
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His initial work operated within the accepted conventions of academic writ-
ing. For example, he delivered five very clear lectures called ‘On the Future of 
Educational Institutions’ at the University of Basle. However, fairly rapidly he 
moved beyond such conventions. He uses wit, irony, and hyperbole to make his 
point. Stylistically, he is confusing. He does not provide a neat, clear, exposition 
of an argument or a position. Indeed, his style is part of the problem of inter-
preting Nietzsche. Because of this, along with the Hitler association already 
mentioned, many philosophers do not read him. What they miss, however, is 
that Nietzsche’s style is clearly part of his message. In Ecce Homo, he comments 
explicitly on his style:

I shall at the same time also say a general word on my art of style. To 
communicate a state, an inner tension of pathos through signs, includ-
ing the tempo of these signs – that is the meaning of every style; and 
considering that the multiplicity of inner states is in my case extraordi-
nary, there exists in my case the possibility of many styles – altogether 
the most manifold art of style any man has ever had at his disposal. Every 
style is good which actually communicates an inner state, which makes 
no mistake as to the signs, the tempo of the signs, the gestures – all rules 
of phrasing are art of gesture. My instinct is here infallible. – Good style 
in itself – a piece of pure folly, mere ‘idealism’, on a par with the ‘beautiful 
in itself ’, the ‘good in itself ’, the ‘thing in itself ’ … (Nietzsche 1992, p. 114)

Nietzsche here contrasts his style with ‘good style’ (i.e. good and clear argu-
ments). The problem with good argument is that it is pure folly: it is compara-
ble with other equally foolish ideas like reality or goodness. The style is 
internalized. He talks elsewhere in Ecce Homo of the pain involved in writing 
and his capacity to intuit, even ‘to smell’.2 Thus the picture emerging here is of 
a man who has internalized the cultural moment forced on Europe by the 
Enlightenment. And as he writes, his opaque prose is itself part of the message: 
knowledge is difficult; truth is fiction; and, for our purposes, morality now 
must be invented.

In The Joyful Wisdom, Nietzsche tells the story of the ‘madman’. The scene 
starts in a marketplace, where people are completing the normal chores of life. 
The ‘insane man’ is trying to disrupt this normality and point out what exactly 
has happened culturally, namely the achievement of the Western world to 
make God redundant:

The Madman – Have you ever heard of the madman who on a bright 
morning lighted a lantern and ran to the market‐place calling out 
unceasingly: ‘I seek God! I seek God!’  –  As there were many people 
standing about who did not believe in God, he caused a great deal of 
amusement. Why! is he lost? said one. Has he strayed away like a child? 


