
 

Glossary of Terms: 

 

Act-consequentialism A form of direct consequentialism according to which the 

rightness and wrongness of acts directly depends on the 

value of their consequences. An act is right on this view if 

and only if it has the best consequences of the options 

available for the agent. 

Actual Duty A notion in Ross’s ethical theory which refers to what you 

ought to do all things considered once all the prima facie 

duties that are relevant in the situation have been taken 

into account. 

Actual Value Certain forms of consequentialism rank options in terms of 

how good their consequences are as a matter of fact, that is 

according to how much actual value their consequences 

have. According to these views, an ordinary action that 

accidentally has bad consequences in a given situation is 

wrong in that situation. 

Agency Condition The thesis that says that only agents and no other beings 

can be morally responsible. Different agency conditions 

then set different standards for what it takes to be an agent. 

Minimally, agency requires having a conception of the 

world and an ability to pursue goals. 

Agent Relativism The form of relativism that says that whether an agent’s 

actions are right or wrong depends on the moral principles 

accepted in her own society. 

Amoralist A person who allegedly makes moral judgments but is not 

moved by them. 

Appraisal Relativism A form of relativism according to which whether your 

moral evaluation of someone’s actions is correct depends 

on what moral principles are accepted in your society. 

Argument from Motivation An argument which has the Humean theory of motivation 

and moral judgment internalism as its premises and 

expressivism as its conclusion. It claims that because there 

is necessary judgment between moral judgments and 

motivation moral judgments can’t be beliefs. 



Attributability A quality which events have in virtue of being your actions. 

For example, the event of the door closing can be attributed 

to you as an action if you closed the door in order to achieve 

some goal. 

Average Utility Principle A version of utilitarianism according to which we should 

maximize the average amount of well-being in the world. 

Begging the Question In philosophy, you beg the question if you assume your 

conclusion as one of your premises in the argument to that 

conclusion. 

Capability Approach A theory of well-being defended by Amartya Sen and 

Martha Nussbaum. It is based on the idea that there are 

certain important and typical human functionings and that 

well-being consists of having the appropriate capabilities 

for taking part in these functionings successfully. 

Carbon Offsetting Actions in virtue of which you take away as much carbon 

dioxide away from the atmosphere as you put there in the 

first place. 

Categorical Imperative According to Immanuel Kant, the fundamental moral 

obligation that is independent of our particular desires. In 

its most general form, it requires us to act on principles we 

can at the same time consistently will to be universal laws. 

Kant gave different formulations of the Categorical 

Imperative. The other well-known formulation states that 

we should treat humanity in ourselves and others always as 

an end in itself and never merely as a means. 

Causal Responsibility Causal responsibility for an outcome requires that your 

actions brought it about by causing it. 

Climate Change Sceptics People who think that man-made global warming is merely 

a scientific hypothesis which is likely to be false. 

Climate Sensitivity How many degrees warmer Earth’s atmosphere would get 

if the amount of carbon dioxide in the Earth’s atmosphere 

doubled from its pre-industrial level (which was about 275 

ppm). 

Compatibilism The view according to which people can be morally 

responsible for their actions even if determinism is true. 

Compliance Problem A problem for contractarian ethical theories: even if there 

are principles which rational egoists would accept, it might 



still not be rational for you to comply with those principles 

as an egoist. 

Consequentialism A family of ethical theories that are based on a value 

theoretic element that allows you to rank options in terms 

of how good their consequences are and a normative 

element that defines what is right and wrong in terms of the 

previous evaluative ranking. 

Constant Valence The idea that if a consideration is a reason for doing a 

certain action in one context then it must be a reason for 

doing that act in all contexts. 

Contractarianism Ethical theories that attempt to capture what is right and 

wrong in terms of principles which rational egoists would 

accept. 

Contradiction in Conception A situation in which it is impossible to imagine a maxim to 

be a universal law. For example, it is inconceivable that 

everyone would be lying to one another all the time. 

Contradiction in Will A situation in which you can’t will a maxim to be a universal 

law because in the situation in which that maxim were a 

universal law you could not pursue your goals effectively.

  

Criterion of Rightness An understanding of an ethical theory according to which 

even if the theory describes what determines what is right 

and wrong you don’t need to use that theory in 

deliberation. 

Critical Level Utilitarianism A version of utilitarianism according to which we should 

maximise only the level of general well-being above certain 

critical threshold higher than what is required for having a 

life worth living. 

Deep Attributability principle The claim that you are morally responsible for an 

action only if doing that action was up to your real self.  

Deliberation Procedure An understanding of an ethical theory according to which 

you should use the ethical theory explicitly in deliberation 

to decide what you are to do. 

Deontic Anything to do with obligations, duties, reasons, ought and 

the like. 



Desire Satisfaction Theory A theory of well-being according to which how well your 

life is going depends on how many of your desires are being 

satisfied. The more you get what you want, the higher your 

level of well-being is. A desire satisfaction theory of 

happiness would similarly say that the more you get what 

you want, the happier you thereby are. 

Determinism The thesis that everything that happens in the Universe is a 

consequence of the laws of nature and the state of the 

Universe in its very beginning. 

Direct Consequentialism A version of consequentialism according to which the 

rightness and wrongness of acts depends directly on their 

consequences. 

Disabling Condition A feature of a situation which prevents something that 

usually is a reason for you from being a reason for you in 

that situation. 

Disagreement in Planning The explanation in terms of conflicting plans which 

expressivists give for how we can disagree when we make 

conflicting moral judgments. Such disagreements are to be 

understood with the model of how we disagree when we 

disagree where to go for dinner. 

Discount Rate By how much future goods are less valuable than current 

ones in a cost benefit analysis.  

Discounting the Future Giving less weight to the interests of future people. 

Divine Command Theory A theory in metaethics according to which what is right and 

wrong is determined by what God commands us to do. 

Embedding Problem An objection to expressivism according to which 

expressivists can’t explain what moral words mean in more 

complicated sentences where they do not seem to express 

our planning attitudes. 

Epistemology An area of philosophy which studies knowledge, 

justification and evidence. 

Equivocation Using a word in two different meanings in an argument. 

Ethical Altuism An ethical theory according which right actions make the 

lives of everyone else go best. 



Ethical Egoism An ethical theory according to which you should always do 

whatever makes your own life go best. 

Euthyphro Dilemma A classic objection to the divine command theory which can 

be traced to Plato’s dialogue called “Euthyphro”. According 

to the objection, the divine command theorists must accept 

either that actions are wrong because God forbids us to do 

them or God forbids us to do them because they are wrong. 

Both of these options are then argued to be problematic for 

the divine command theory. 

Evaluative Anything to do with value and goodness. 

Evolutionary biology A sub-field of biology which studies the evolutionary 

processes that lead to the development of different kinds of 

complex life on Earth. 

Expected Value Expected value of an action is roughly how good the 

consequences of an action can be reasonable expected to 

be. More precisely, the expected value of an option is 

calculated by first multiplying the value of the potential 

outcomes of the option by their likelihood and then adding 

these products up. 

Expression The non-causal relation which according to expressivists 

holds between moral utterances and moral judgments. 

Expressivism A metaethical view according to which (i) the meaning of 

moral words is to be explained by the moral judgments they 

express, (ii) moral judgments are non-cognitive planning 

states, and (iii) moral properties are projections of our 

attitudes. 

Fitting Fulfilment Theory Susan Wolf’s theory of the meaning of life according to 

which your life is meaningful if you passionately pursue 

worthwhile projects. This view combines elements of both 

subjective and objective theories of the meaning of life. 

Flicker of Freedom A quick chance to do something else than what the person 

manipulating you wants you to do in a Frankfurt case. If the 

opponent can show that such alternatives always remain in 

the relevant cases, the cases fail both to undermine the 

freedom condition and to support compatibilism. 

Freedom Principle The claim that you are morally responsible for an action 

only if you could have done something else instead. 



Frege-Geach Problem An objection to expressivism according to which 

expressivism can’t explain the central logical properties of 

moral language such as which sentences contradict with 

each other and which inferences are valid. 

Foundationalism The view that you can have justified beliefs even if they are 

not justified by your other beliefs. Different versions of 

foundationalism then disagree about what justifies these 

basic beliefs. 

Generalism The view according to which particularism is false. The 

content of generalism depends on how you understand 

particularism, but roughly it is the view that moral 

requirements can be captured with fairly simple principles, 

which we can learn and apply in practice. 

Global Warming The increase in Earth’s average temperature during the last 

hundred years or so and its projected continuation. 

Greatest Happiness Principle Jeremy Bentham’s formulation of utilitarianism 

according to which you should maximize the greatest 

happiness of the greatest number. 

Greenhouse Gases A gas in the atmosphere that traps infrared radiation thus 

warming up the atmosphere. Greenhouse gases include 

water vapour, methane, carbon dioxide, ozone and other 

gases. 

Happiness A quality of our lives we are all familiar with. Philosophers 

have attempted to capture what happiness is in terms of 

pleasures, whole life satisfaction, emotional dispositions 

and well-being. 

Hedonism The view that only pleasure and absence of pain can make 

your life go better. 

Humean Theory of Motivation A theory according to which there are two distinct 

kinds of mental states, beliefs and desires, which have 

different directions of fit. The theory also claims that both 

states are required to motivate us to act. 

Hypocrisy What we accuse of someone when they say one thing and 

acts in a completely different way. 

Indeterminism The opposite of determinism. It claims that the laws of 

nature and the original state of affairs of the Universe leave 



many different possible futures open. Indeterminism entails 

that there are genuinely random events. 

Imperfect Duty In the framework of Kantian ethics, a moral principle which 

merely tells you how you should aim to act. You have 

freedom to choose on what occasions you do so. 

Indirect Consequentialism A theory which first ranks rules, motives or characters in 

terms of how good their consequences are and then 

evaluates the rightness and wrongness of actions in terms 

of that ranking and whether the actions are compatible with 

the best rules, motives or characters. 

Inferential justification A situation in which your belief is justified (you believe it 

for a good reason) because it is supported by your other 

beliefs. 

Instrumental Value The type of value something has when it is an efficient 

means for getting something that has intrinsic value. 

Intrinsic Value The type of value an object has when that object is good for 

its own sake. 

Intuitionism In normative ethics, the view that there are many different 

moral principles that do not have a single source. In 

metaethics, a theory of how we can know moral truths 

based on basic moral beliefs that can justify themselves. 

Kantian Ethics A family of ethical theories that are based on the work of 

Immanuel Kant. These theories are based on different 

formulations of the Categorical Imperative: the idea that we 

should act on principles that we can at the same time 

consistently will to be universal laws. 

Life Satisfaction theory A theory of happiness according to which you are happy to 

the degree that you think that your life satisfies your life-

plan (and feel satisfaction from this thought). 

Maxim A term in Kantian ethics referring to a subjective principle 

of action. It consists of a conception of the situation you are 

in, an action, and what you aim to achieve with that action 

in the situation you are in. 

Maximizing Consequentialism Forms of consequentialism according to which only 

actions that have the best consequences can be right. 



Meaning A much debated concept in philosophy of language. A 

quality of words and sentences traditionally understood as 

what a competent speaker has in mind when she uses the 

word. 

Metaethics The area of moral philosophy that studies mainly (i) the 

meaning of moral words, (ii) the nature of moral thought 

and (iii) the nature of moral properties. 

Metaphysics An area of philosophy which investigates what there is in 

the broadest sense. 

Mind-to-World Direction of Fit A feature of beliefs: they aim at representing the 

world correctly. This feature of beliefs explains why they 

can be true or false. 

Moral Judgment The mental state you are in when you sincerely accept a 

moral sentence of the type “torture is wrong”. 

Moral Judgment Externalism The denial of moral judgment internalism. It claims 

that the connection between moral judgments and 

motivation is only an accidental one. 

Moral Judgment Internalism The claim that there is a necessary connection 

between making a moral judgment and being motivated to 

act accordingly. If you make a moral judgment that acting in 

a certain way is right, then you will have some motivation 

to act in that way. 

Moral Luck A much debated topic in moral philosophy. The question is 

whether your and your actions’ moral qualities can depend 

on factors that are beyond your own control. 

Moral Realism The theory in metaethics according to which moral 

properties and facts are independent of what we think. 

Moral Responsibility A person is morally responsible for their actions when it is 

appropriate to adopt reactive attitudes towards them. 

Natural Properties Properties which can be observed and studied scientifically 

and the having of which can also cause other things to 

happen. 

Naturalism The view in metaethics according to which moral 

properties are natural properties. 



Non-identity Effect The fact that when a child is conceived can affect the 

identity of the person. If your mother had become pregnant 

a month earlier than she did, then the child your parents 

would have had would not have been you. Because of this 

effect, person affecting principles seem unable to explain 

our duties towards future generations. 

Non-naturalism The view in metaethics according to which moral 

properties are of their own unique kind. These properties 

are very different from natural properties. They can’t be 

empirically observed and they do not take part in causal 

connections. 

Normative Ethics An area of moral philosophy which studies systematically 

which actions are right and wrong. 

Normativity According to non-naturalists, this is a unique feature of the 

moral properties that makes them different from natural 

properties. Normativity is then often claimed to consist of a 

special authority to require actions from us. 

Objective List Theory A theory of well-being according to which there is a set of 

goods such that having them in your life makes your life go 

better no matter what you think about those goods yourself. 

Open Question Argument G.E. Moore’s attempt to show that moral properties are not 

natural properties. It is based on the intuition that whatever 

natural properties we know actions to have it is always a 

further question whether these actions are right or wrong. 

Ought Implies Can Principle A principle according to which morality can require you to 

do only what you are able to do. 

Particularism A view in normative ethics which emphasizes the 

complexity of the moral reality we face and the idea that 

this reality can’t be captured with any simple moral 

principles. Furthermore, according to this view the way in 

which good moral agents do not need to rely on moral 

principles in moral deliberation. 

Perfect Duty In the framework of Kantian ethics, a moral principle which 

you must always comply with. 

Perfectionism A version of consequentialism according to which we 

should maximize the amount of virtuous character-traits in 

the society. 



Person Affecting Principle An ethical principle according to which whether an action is 

right or wrong depends only on whether it harms or 

benefits actual people. When we apply such a principle, we 

must ask whether our actions make real people better or 

worse off than they would have been otherwise. 

Pluralism The view in normative ethics according to which there are 

many different moral principles or values that can’t be 

derived from a single source (this view is also often called 

intuitionism in normative ethics). 

Practical Reasons Holism The idea that, even if some consideration is a reason for you 

to do a certain act in one context, this same consideration 

need not be a reason for doing the same act in another 

context. 

Practical Relevance Non-naturalists’ attempt to explain what the normativity of 

moral properties consists of. This is the idea that moral 

properties uniquely bear directly on what we are to do. 

Practical Wisdom A quality of a person who has all virtues. 

Prima Facie Duty A notion in Ross’ ethical theory which refers to an ethical 

principle that picks out a general quality of acts that make 

these acts right to some degree. The original meaning of the 

phrase is a ‘provisional’ duty. 

Principle of Beneficence An ethical principle that guides you to help other people. An 

utilitarian version of this principle requires us to maximize 

the amount of general well-being in the world.  

Principle of Transitivity The principle according to which if A is better than B and B 

is better than C then A is better than C. 

Projection A model which expressivists use to understand moral 

properties. On this view the properties of being right and 

wrong are projections of our attitudes in the same way as 

our culinary reactions colour different foods with 

properties such as “yacky” and “yammy”. 

Prudential Value The type of value something has when having that thing in 

your life makes your own life go better.   

Psychological Altruism The rather implausible view according to which we are 

always motivated to promote what we perceive to be in the 

interests of others.  



Psychological Egoism A thesis about human motivation: that we are all motivated 

to only pursue what we perceive to be in our interests. 

Reactive Attitudes These attitudes include blame, resentment, condemnation, 

praise, respect and love. We react to actions of others with 

these attitudes when we hold them responsible for what 

they do. 

Real Self The part of an agent’s psychological make-up that makes 

the person the very person she is. Philosophers then 

disagree about what constitutes the persons real self: what 

are the desires, plans, values and beliefs that make us who 

we are. 

Reference The object or a property which a word picks out from the 

world. 

Reflective Self-evaluation What you do when you use your practical reason and values 

to consider whether you desire worthwhile things. 

Relativism A view in metaethics according to which the truth of moral 

evaluations depends either on what moral code is accepted 

in the speaker’s society (appraisal relativism) or in the 

agent’s society (agent relativism). 

Reporting The relationship which according to subjectivists holds 

between moral utterances and our attitudes. 

Repugnant Conclusion The conclusion many principles of beneficence have 

according to which whatever big population with high 

quality of life you take there will be always a much larger 

population with a very low quality of life such that its 

existence would be better. 

Rule-consequentialism A version of indirect consequentialism. On this view, an act 

is right if and only if it is authorized by the moral principles 

the general adoption of which has the best consequences. 

Satisficing Consequentialism Forms of consequentialism according to which right 

actions are required to have only good enough 

consequences. 

Second-order Desire A desire to desire something. Likewise, a third-order desire 

would be a desire to desire to desire something. All these 

desires are higher-order desires. 



Strong Internalism The claim that when you make a genuine moral judgments, 

you must have at least some motivation to act accordingly. 

Subject-Predicate Sentence A sentence of the form “X is F” where “X” stands for the 

subject and “F” is a predicate that describes X in some way. 

For example, the sentence “grass is green” has this form. 

Subjectivism A metaethical view according to which by making moral 

claims we are talking about our own attitudes of approval 

and disapproval as individuals. 

Time-slice Theory A theory of an object that consider the object only as it is at 

a given time. A time-slice theory of moral responsibility for 

example claims that whether you are morally responsibility 

at a given time depends only on your qualities at that 

moment. 

True Responsibility A quality of a person in virtue of which she deserves to be 

put to Heaven or Hell by God. This argument plays a central 

role in Galen Strawson’s argument against moral 

responsibility. 

Universal Law A universal law is a more general version of a subjective 

principle of action. It states that whenever anyone is in a 

given type of situation they are to act in a certain way in 

order to achieve a certain outcome. 

Universalization Test According to Kant, in order for your act to have moral 

worth, you must first test whether you can consistently will 

your maxim to be a universal law. 

Utilitarianism The most basic form of consequentialism. It says that right 

actions maximize the amount of general happiness in the 

world. 

Valid Argument An argument which has form such that if the premises are 

true then the conclusion also has to be true. 

Variable Value View A theory defended by Thomas Hurka which claims that how 

good it is that a given person exists depends on how many 

people already exist when the person is born. 

Very Strong Internalism The strongest form of moral judgment internalism. It says 

that if you judge that you ought to do an act, you will do that 

act unless an external force stops you. 



Virtue According to the Aristotelian virtue theory, virtues are 

character-traits that are required for the activities that 

constitute living well. They consist of appropriate beliefs, 

motives and emotions. 

Virtue Ethics A theory in normative ethics according to which we should 

use the character-traits of a flourishing human being to 

understand right and wrong. 

Voluntarism The view that moral standards must be created by an agent 

or a group of agents. 

Weak Internalism The thesis that when you make a genuine moral judgment 

you will have at least some motivation to act accordingly or 

you are irrational. 

Weakness of Will Acting against your own better judgment. Thinking that you 

should really do something and then doing something 

completely different. 

Well-being The level of how well your life is going. Having things that 

have prudential value increase your level of well-being by 

making your life go better. 

World-to-Mind Direction of Fit A feature of plans and desires: their aim is to get the 

world to fit the plan or desire. This explains why plans and 

desires move us to act. 


