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The Nature, Scope, and Methods of Ethics

In ordinary human life, questions of right and wrong, virtue and vice, justice and obligation arise incessantly. We praise
an individual for unselfish devotion, condemn an act of deceit, or debate whether a physician ought to disclose a
terminal diagnosis. Such everyday value statements are not mere descriptions of physical events; rather, they reflect an
evaluative framework that governs human existence. The philosophical discipline dedicated to the systematic, critical,
and foundational investigation of these judgments is Ethics (or Moral Philosophy). Etymologically derived from the
Greek noun ethos (signifying custom, disposition, or character), ethics transcends mechanical custom to examine the

supreme standards by which human actions ought to be judged.

I 1. Definition of Ethics: A Normative Science

In his authoritative treatise, An Introduction to Ethics, the Scottish philosopher William Lillie formulates a

celebrated provisional definition:

"Ethics is the normative science of the conduct of human beings living in societies—a science which judges this

conduct to be right or wrong, to be good or bad, or in some similar way."

To grasp the intrinsic nature of ethics, every element of this definition requires rigorous philosophical scrutiny:

* Ethics as a Science: A science is defined as a systematic, coherent, and more or less complete body of knowledge
concerning a specific subject-matter. Scientific knowledge stands fundamentally distinguished from chaotic,
unreflective, and popular beliefs. Ethics systematically uncovers the underlying principles, definitions, and criteria

governing human moral conduct.

* Normative vs. Positive Science: This represents the cardinal epistemological boundary of ethics. Positive or
descriptive sciences (such as Physics, Botany, and Empirical Psychology) observe, describe, classify, and explain
phenomena as they actually occur in nature. They seek to answer: "What is the case?" A botanist describes the
morphology of an organism without passing value judgments on whether the plant is morally virtuous or wicked.
In contrast, a normative science deals not with factual occurrences, but with norms, criteria, or ideals. It seeks to
answer: "What ought to be the case?" Just as Logic evaluates propositions with reference to the norm of Truth, and
Aesthetics evaluates sensory forms with reference to the norm of Beauty, Ethics evaluates voluntary human
conduct with reference to the supreme norm of the Good or Right. Furthermore, normative sciences are concerned

with the ultimate validity and rational justification of these ideals.

* The Subject-Matter: Conduct: Conduct is not synonymous with bodily movement in general. Conduct denotes

voluntary, purposive action performed by conscious agents who possess the freedom to choose otherwise.

* Human Beings in Society: As Aristotle observed in his Politics, "He who is unable to live in society, or who has
no need because he is sufficient for himself, must be either a beast or a god." Ethics is intrinsically rooted in a
social context; moral duties arise from relationships with fellow human beings, social institutions, and mutual

obligations.
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I 2. Conduct and the Object of Moral Judgment

Moral judgments cannot be legitimately passed upon involuntary or non-voluntary actions. Physiological processes
—such as the circulation of blood, heartbeat, or reflex knee jerks—fall entirely outside the purview of ethical appraisal
because the agent exercises no conscious volitional control over them. Similarly, the behaviors of lower animals are
guided by sheer instinct and biological necessity rather than moral deliberation; hence, animal behavior is non-moral

(or amoral).

Ethics is strictly concerned with voluntary actions. A voluntary action encompasses:

1. Deliberate Volitions: Actions preceded by conscious desire, contemplation of competing ends, deliberation over

means, and an explicit act of willing.

2. Habitual Actions: Behaviors that have become mechanized through repetition, yet remain voluntary in the sense

that the agent could have prevented, redirected, or altered them by reflective effort.

A classic controversy in moral psychology concerns whether moral judgment attaches primarily to the external
action, the consequences, or the inner springs of action (motive and intention). Immanuel Kant famously asserted in the
Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysic of Morals that nothing in the world, or even beyond it, can be conceived as
good without qualification except a Good Will. James Martineau argued that actions are judged according to the
inherent moral hierarchy of their motives. Modern ethical theory, as synthesized by Lillie, recognizes that an action is
an organic whole: the motive (the internal impulse and chosen end), the intention (the entire foreseen scheme of acts

and consequences), and the voluntary exertion together constitute the proper object of comprehensive moral valuation.

I 3. The Normative Trio: Logic, Aesthetics, and Ethics

Philosophy traditionally categorizes human mental faculties into Cognition (Thinking), Feeling (Affection), and

Conation (Willing). To each of these faculties corresponds a normative science directed toward a supreme ideal:

Normative Regulative Norm / . L
Faculty Field of Application
Science Ideal
Cognition ) ) o )
o Logic Truth (Veritas) Validity of thought, arguments, and judgments
(Thinking)
. ] ) ] Appreciation of sensory objects, art, and
Feeling (Affection) Aesthetics Beauty (Pulchritudo)
harmony
. Voluntary human conduct and character in
Conation (Willing) Ethics Good / Right (Bonum)

society
While Logic and Aesthetics guard the integrity of reason and sensory harmony respectively, Ethics governs the moral

direction of the human will, rendering it indispensable to the flourishing of both individual character and civilized

society.
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I 4. Distinction Between Ethics and Allied Disciplines

To avoid persistent intellectual confusion, the nature of ethics must be demarcated from adjacent disciplines:

 Ethics and Psychology: Psychology is a positive, empirical science that explains mental processes (desires,
instincts, passions, habits). It describes how human beings actually think and behave, tracing the causal antecedents
of action. Ethics, conversely, evaluates these mental states and resulting behaviors against normative criteria of
virtue and duty. Psychology asks: "Why did the agent act in this manner?" Ethics asks: "Was the agent's action

right, and ought it to have been performed?"

Ethics and Sociology/Anthropology: Sociology and cultural anthropology describe the customs, rites, and social
structures prevalent in various communities across history. Edward Westermarck’s descriptive survey of moral
customs exemplifies the positive science of morals. However, the descriptive fact that a certain tribe or society
approved of cannibalism, slavery, or infanticide does not validate the moral rightness of such practices. Ethics
investigates whether those socially accepted customs are universally valid, rationally coherent, and morally

justifiable.

Ethics and Religion: Religion bases moral codes upon divine revelation, scriptures, and supernatural commands.
While theological ethics conceives moral laws as divine ordinances, philosophical ethics seeks autonomous,
rational justification. It addresses the classical Euthyphro dilemma: Is an action good because God commands it, or
does God command it because it is intrinsically good? Ethics maintains that moral concepts possess rational

intelligibility accessible to human reason independently of sectarian dogma.

Ethics and Law: Jurisprudence and state legislation govern external conduct to maintain public order, backed by
physical coercion. Law cannot effectively regulate inner motives, intentions, or private benevolence. One may
remain legally blameless while harboring malicious, deceitful, and covetous thoughts. Ethics demands an inner
purity of will, integrity of character, and the voluntary realization of righteousness beyond external legal

constraints.

I 5. Fundamental Approaches in Ethical Theory

In determining the nature of the ultimate standard of moral valuation, ethical speculation has crystallized into

several paramount traditions:

1. Teleological (Consequentialist) Ethics: Teleological theories maintain that the moral rightness of an action is
determined entirely by the value of the consequences it produces. The most influential variant is Utilitarianism,
championed by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, which posits the "Greatest Happiness Principle"—actions
are right in proportion as they tend to promote pleasure and alleviate pain for the greatest number of sentient
beings.

2. Deontological Ethics: Deontological theories maintain that actions possess intrinsic moral qualities independent of
their consequences. Immanuel Kant’s ethics exemplifies this view: duty must be performed purely for the sake of
duty (Categorical Imperative). To act morally is to act from reverence for universal moral law, regardless of

pleasant or adverse results.

3. Intuitionism: Advanced by thinkers such as Bishop Joseph Butler, Richard Price, and W. D. Ross, intuitionism
posits that fundamental moral duties (such as fidelity, non-maleficence, and justice) are self-evident truths
apprehended directly by moral intuition, much like the axioms of mathematics or the apprehension of primary

qualities.
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4. Virtue Ethics: Tracing back to Plato and Aristotle, virtue ethics focuses not on discrete rule-following, but on the

cultivation of moral character and practical wisdom (phronesis) aiming at human flourishing (eudaimonia).

I 6. The Development of Morality: Instinct, Custom, and Conscience

Philosophical ethics delineates three structural levels in the evolution of moral consciousness:

* The Level of Instinct: The sub-reflective stage where actions are dictated by primary biological impulses (flight,

pugnacity, food-seeking). Actions here are pre-moral, driven by raw biological utility.

* The Level of Custom: The communal stage where "what is done" by ancestral tradition defines what is right.
Here, morality is external, rigid, and deeply intertwined with communal survival and supernatural taboos. The

individual obeys without critical inquiry.

* The Level of Conscience: The apex of reflective morality. Here, moral authority shifts from an external societal
mandate to an internal principle of reflection—the rational conscience. The individual critically scrutinizes
prevailing traditions, discarding outworn superstitions and choosing universal moral principles on grounds of
rational validity. Figures like Socrates, Gautama Buddha, and the Hebrew prophets epitomize this reflective

elevation.

I 7. The Practical Value and Utility of Ethical Inquiry

Critics occasionally question the practical utility of ethics, citing the gap between theoretical knowledge and moral
action: one may master moral philosophy yet falter in ethical character. However, this superficial skepticism
misinterprets the foundational mission of philosophy. Ethics does not claim to operate as an authoritarian manual of

conduct; rather, it performs invaluable intellectual and civilizational functions:
1. Clarity and Precision in Judgment: It liberates the human intellect from dogmatism, uncritical prejudice, and
parochial biases, providing rigorous criteria for resolving agonizing moral dilemmas (casuistry).

2. Enlightened Citizenship and Social Reform: Every profound progressive movement in human civilization—
from the abolition of slavery to the codification of universal human rights and animal welfare—has emerged from

the critical, ethical dismantling of unreflective societal customs.

3. Integration of Personality: By harmonizing conflicting instincts and selfish inclinations under the supreme

guidance of rational principle, ethics fosters true moral autonomy, integrity, and self-realization.

I Conclusion

In summation, the nature of ethics is that of a noble, reflective, and indispensable normative science. It is not an
empirical catalog of human habits, nor a punitive legal code, but the rational pursuit of the ultimate Good. By
systematically investigating the ideals of human conduct, clarifying the foundations of moral obligation, and directing
voluntary will toward justice and benevolence, ethics serves as the crowning discipline in the philosophical quest for an

examined, virtuous, and meaningful human life.
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