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Introduction to Ethics: What's Right, What's Wrong, and Why It Matters 

What are Ethics? 

Ethics are like rules for how to be a good person and make good choices. They're not laws that 

you have to follow, but more like guidelines for living a meaningful life and treating others 

well. Ethics help us figure out: 

 Right vs. Wrong: What actions are good or bad? 

 Fairness: How do we make sure everyone is treated equally? 

 Values: What things are most important to us? 

 Consequences: What happens when we make certain choices? 

Why Ethics Matter 

Think of ethics as a compass. They help us: 

 Get along: Ethics make it easier to live and work with others. 

 Make tough choices: When we face difficult decisions, ethics give us a way to think 

things through. 

 Build trust: Being ethical helps us earn the respect of others. 

 Feel good: Doing the right thing often feels good! 

Ethical Theories: Different Ways of Thinking 

Just like there are different ways to solve a math problem, there are different ways to think 

about ethics: 

 Consequentialism: This is all about the results. If the outcome of an action is good, 

then the action is good. 

 Deontology: This focuses on rules and duties. Some actions are right or wrong no 

matter what the outcome is. 

 Virtue Ethics: This is about being a good person. It focuses on developing positive 

character traits like honesty, kindness, and courage. 

 



 

Everyday Ethics: It's All Around Us 

You use ethics all the time, even if you don't realize it. Here are some examples: 

 Helping a friend: This is kindness in action. 

 Telling the truth: This builds trust and respect. 

 Returning something you found: This is honesty and fairness. 

Ethical Dilemmas: Tricky Situations 

Sometimes there's no easy answer, and we have to choose between two values that are 

important to us. This is called an ethical dilemma. For example: 

 Should you tell your friend that they look bad in an outfit? (Honesty vs. Kindness) 

 Should you report a classmate for cheating? (Justice vs. Loyalty) 

There's no right or wrong way to solve these dilemmas. Ethics gives you tools to think through 

the situation, consider different perspectives, and make the best decision you can. 

Key Takeaways 

 Ethics are guidelines for making good choices. 

 Different ethical theories offer different ways of thinking about what's right. 

 Ethics help us navigate relationships, make decisions, and build trust. 

 We use ethics every day in our interactions with others. 

Let's Get Thinking 

Think about some of the ethical choices you've made today. What values were important to 

you in those situations? How did you decide what was the right thing to do? 
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Human Rights: What Everyone Deserves 

Human rights are basic rights and freedoms that belong to every person in the world, from birth 

until death. They apply regardless of where you live, what you believe, or how you look. 

They're like a set of rules for how everyone should be treated, to ensure a life of dignity and 

respect. 

Key Ideas about Human Rights 

1. Inherent: We have human rights simply because we are human. They are not given to 

us by governments or anyone else. 

2. Universal: Human rights apply to everyone, everywhere, without exception. 

3. Inalienable: Human rights cannot be taken away (except in specific situations, like a 

person's right to freedom if they are convicted of a crime). 

4. Indivisible: All human rights are equally important and interconnected. You can't have 

a good life if some of your rights are ignored. 

Types of Human Rights 

There are many different human rights, but they can be grouped into broad categories: 

 Civil and Political Rights: These protect our freedom to think, speak, associate, and 

participate in government. Examples include freedom of speech, the right to a fair trial, 

and the right to vote. 

 Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights: These ensure we have the basic necessities 

for a decent life. Examples include the right to education, healthcare, food, and housing. 

 Collective Rights: These protect groups of people, like the right to self-determination 

or the right to a healthy environment. 

 



Why Human Rights Matter 

Human rights matter because they provide a foundation for: 

 Dignity: They protect us from abuse and ensure we are treated with respect. 

 Freedom: They allow us to live our lives as we choose, within reasonable limits. 

 Equality: They ensure everyone has the same opportunities and protections, regardless 

of their background. 

 Justice: They provide a way to hold individuals and governments accountable for 

violating our rights. 

Challenges to Human Rights 

While human rights are widely accepted in theory, they face many challenges in practice: 

 Conflict and War: Wars often lead to widespread human rights violations. 

 Discrimination: People are often denied their rights because of their race, gender, 

religion, sexual orientation, or other factors. 

 Poverty: Many people are unable to exercise their rights because of poverty and lack 

of resources. 

 Political Repression: Some governments actively violate human rights to maintain 

power. 

Philosophical Perspectives on Human Rights 

Philosophers have long debated the foundations and justification for human rights. Some see 

them as grounded in: 

 Natural Law: The idea that human rights exist because of our inherent nature as 

rational beings. 

 Social Contract Theory: The idea that human rights are a result of an agreement 

between individuals and society. 

 Moral Intuition: The idea that human rights are self-evident and based on our basic 

sense of right and wrong. 

Human Rights in Practice 

Human rights are enshrined in international laws and agreements, like the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights. However, enforcing these rights and holding violators 



accountable can be difficult. Many organizations and individuals work tirelessly to promote 

and protect human rights around the world. 

Thinking Critically about Human Rights 

As a philosophy student, it's important to think critically about human rights: 

 Are they truly universal, or are they culturally relative? 

 What is the best way to protect and promote human rights? 

 How can we balance individual rights with the needs of society? 

These are just a few of the complex questions you'll encounter as you delve deeper into the 

study of human rights. 
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What is Socio-Political Philosophy? 

Socio-political philosophy is like a big, important conversation about how we live together in 

groups. It is like putting on a pair of X-ray glasses to see through the surface of our social and 

political systems. It's a branch of philosophy that explores big questions about how we live 

together, how we govern ourselves, and what kind of society we should strive for. 

What Does Socio-Political Philosophy Ask? 

It grapples with questions like: 

 The Good Life: What makes a good society? Is it one where everyone is happy, 

healthy, and free? Or is it one where everyone has equal opportunity? 

 Justice: What is fair? How should resources be distributed? How should we treat 

people who are different from us? 

 Power: Who should have power? What are the limits of government authority? Should 

people have a say in how they are governed? 

 Rights and Responsibilities: What rights do we have as individuals? What 

responsibilities do we have to each other and to our community? 

The Scope of Socio-Political Philosophy 

This field of philosophy covers a lot of ground. Here are some of the key areas it explores: 

 Social Contract Theory: The idea that societies are formed through agreements 

between individuals, and governments get their power from the consent of the 

governed. 



 Theories of Justice: Different ideas about what makes a society just, such as Rawls' 

theory of justice as fairness or Nozick's libertarianism. 

 Political Ideologies: Systems of thought about how society should be organized, like 

liberalism, conservatism, socialism, and anarchism. 

 Democracy: How does it work? What are its strengths and weaknesses? Is it the best 

form of government? 

 Human Rights: What are they? Are they universal? How should they be protected? 

 Multiculturalism: How can we live together peacefully in a world with diverse 

cultures and beliefs? 

 

Why Study Socio-Political Philosophy? 

Socio-political philosophy helps us: 

 Think Critically: It teaches us to question assumptions, challenge conventional 

wisdom, and think for ourselves about how society should be organized. 

 Understand Ourselves: By studying different political philosophies, we can better 

understand our own values and beliefs. 

 Make Informed Choices: When we vote, participate in protests, or engage in debates 

about social issues, we can draw on the knowledge we've gained to make informed 

choices. 

 Build a Better World: By understanding the flaws in our current systems, we can work 

towards creating a more just, equitable, and sustainable society. 

Example: The COVID-19 Pandemic 

The pandemic raised many socio-political questions: 

 Individual Liberty vs. Public Health: Should governments restrict our freedoms to 

protect public health? 

 Economic Inequality: How should we address the disproportionate impact of the 

pandemic on the poor and marginalized? 

 Global Cooperation: How can countries work together to solve global problems like 

pandemics? 

Socio-political philosophers can help us grapple with these complex questions and find answers 

that benefit everyone. 
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20th Century Western Philosophy: A Time of Big Questions and Bold Ideas 

The 20th century was a wild ride for philosophy. Think of it as a time when thinkers were 

shaking things up, challenging old ideas, and trying to make sense of a rapidly changing world. 

Two World Wars, incredible scientific discoveries, and social upheavals all influenced the way 

philosophers thought about life, meaning, and the human condition. 

Key Themes and Movements 

1. Analytic Philosophy: This group of philosophers was all about precision and logic. 

They focused on breaking down big problems into smaller, more manageable pieces. 

Language was a big deal for them too – they wanted to understand how words and 

sentences work to convey meaning. Thinkers like Bertrand Russell and Ludwig 

Wittgenstein were big players in this movement. 

2. Existentialism: This was a philosophy about freedom, choice, and the search for 

meaning in a seemingly meaningless world. Existentialists believed that we are all 

responsible for creating our own lives and finding our own purpose. Jean-Paul Sartre 

and Albert Camus are famous for their writings on this. 

3. Phenomenology: This approach to philosophy is all about understanding our 

experiences from a first-person perspective. Phenomenologists wanted to get to the core 

of what it's like to be human by examining how we perceive and interact with the world. 

Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger were key figures in this movement. 

4. Postmodernism: This was a critique of traditional Western philosophy. Postmodernists 

questioned the idea of objective truth and believed that knowledge is always shaped by 

our culture and experiences. They were interested in the role of power in creating and 

maintaining knowledge. Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida are well-known 

postmodern thinkers. 



Key Thinkers and Their Big Ideas 

 Bertrand Russell: A champion of logic and reason, Russell argued that philosophy 

should be clear, rigorous, and based on evidence. 

 Ludwig Wittgenstein: He changed the way we think about language, arguing that its 

meaning is found in how we use it. 

 Jean-Paul Sartre: A key figure in existentialism, Sartre emphasized the importance of 

individual freedom and responsibility. 

 Albert Camus: He explored the absurdity of life and the importance of finding 

meaning in the face of meaninglessness. 

 Edmund Husserl: He founded phenomenology and urged philosophers to return to the 

study of conscious experience. 

 Martin Heidegger: He explored the nature of being and the meaning of existence. 

 Michel Foucault: He examined how power operates in society and how it shapes our 

knowledge and understanding. 

 Jacques Derrida: He questioned the traditional notions of language and meaning, and 

challenged the idea that there is a single, fixed truth. 

Why Study 20th Century Philosophy? 

This era of philosophy offers us: 

 New Perspectives: The thinkers of the 20th century challenged old ways of thinking 

and opened up new ways of understanding the world. 

 Tools for Critical Thinking: Their work can help us develop our ability to analyse 

complex ideas and question assumptions. 

 Relevance to Today's World: Many of the issues they grappled with – the nature of 

truth, the role of power, the search for meaning – are still relevant today. 

 

 

 


