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Ethics 

 Branch of philosophy concerned with 

“the good” 

 

 Famous moral philosophers 

 Aristotle 

 Immanuel Kant 

 John Stuart Mill 

 



Practical Ethics 

 Considers everyday issues 

 E.g. give/don’t give homeless 

person money 

 E.g. Be a vegetarian or a 

carnivore 

 

 Asks, “what’s an ethical 

response?” 



Normative v. Descriptive Ethics 

 Normative: 

 Addresses “ought” or “should” 

 I.e. should I help the homeless person? 

 



OBJECTIVISTS vs. RELATIVISTS 

OBJECTIVISTS believe there IS a right 

answer to question “What should you do?” 

RELATIVISTS believe answer could be 

different for different cultures, time periods 

 i.e.  Cultures may think differently 

about what it means to own property or 

land, and what constitutes theft 



Descriptive/Empirical: 

 

 Empirical knowledge:  That which can be 

measured and observed  

 Describes ethics via places, times, cultures 

 I.e. Patterns of charitable giving by 

socioeconomic class, religion, etc. 

 



Descriptive Ethics Example: At 

what age are people happiest? 



Computer Ethics 

 

 Computer ethics is considered with 
normative questions:  How SHOULD we 
interact with technology?  What are 
RESPONSIBILITIES of a computer 
programmer? 

 

 Both practical and professional  

 Professional: standards set by professional 
community  



Ethical Accountability  

 

 To WHOM are we morally or 

ethically accountable?   

 Society: laws, rules 

 Community: traditions, customs  

 Religious people:  to one’s God 



Relationship between religion 

and ethics 

Ethics can parallel religious belief, or rest 

upon it 

(I.E.  I believe that giving charity to the poor is 

a good thing because of my religious beliefs) 

 BUT, Not always so  

(I.E.  There may be religions which support 

institutions like gender discrimination, slavery 

– where religious institutions may conflict with 

broader ethics, like universality of human 

rights) 

 



Relationship between laws and 

ethics 

 Many things are both ethically wrong and also illegal 

(i.e.  Property theft, child labor, discrimination) 

 HOWEVER, there is also a tradition of people 

opposing UNJUST laws (and getting them changed) 

for ethical reasons 

 I.E. Rosa Parks, Gandhi 



Moral Objectivism v. Relativism  

 Objectivism 

 Relativism  



For Discussion 



Application:  The Ethics of 

Plagiarism 

 Have you read your school’s honor 

code? 

 What are the ethical principles on which 

it is based? 



Going Deeper: Do tools have 

embedded values? 

 Do you associate the internet with 

freedom of the press?  With freedom to 

interact freely and gather online? 

 Do the internet’s values derive from the 

technology, the designers or the users? 


