
Morality: Objective, Emotive or Relative? 
Dr. Matthew Chrisman  

We all live with some sense of what is good or bad, some feelings about which ways of conducting 
ourselves are better or worse. But what is the status of these moral beliefs, senses, or feelings? 
Should we think of them as reflecting hard, objective facts about our world, of the sort that scientists 
could uncover and study? Or should we think of moral judgments as mere expressions of personal 
or cultural preferences? This week we’ll survey some of the different options that are available when 
we’re thinking about these issues, and the problems and prospects for each. 

 
Video #1 Part One - The Status of Morality 
 
Delve deeper about what morality is…and what it means. 

 

Three general theories:  Objective, Relative, or Emotive 

 
What exactly are we asking when as ask about the "status of morality"? 

We are asking whether particular moral judgments are correct or incorrect.  

We are asking whether abstract moral judgments are correct or incorrect.  

We are asking what is it that we are doing when we make moral judgments 

We are asking whether or not we can have access to objective moral truths. 
 
Explanation: The "status of morality" is a question about what it is that people are doing when they make 
moral judgments. 
 
Empirical Judgments  
The earth rotates around the sun 
Electricity has positive and negative charges 
Mendel’s discovery of the laws of inheritance  
The so-called God particle is real 
Lead is heavier than iron 
 
Moral Judgments 
Giving to charity is good 
Taking care of your children is right 



Cain killing Able was morally bad 
Genocide is morally abhorrent 

 
Examples for discussion 

The sun rotates around the Earth -  
It was sunny in Edinburgh today -   
 
Genocide is morally abhorrent -  
Polygamy is morally dubious -  
 
A. Can these judgments be true or false or are they mere opinion 
B. If they can be true/false, what makes them true/false? 
C. If they are true, are they objectively true? 
 
 
 
Dr. Chrisman has mentioned three main approaches that philosophers have taken to explain the 
status of morality (the question of what it is that people are doing when they make moral 
judgments). Which one of the following is NOT a theory we will be discussing? 

Objectivism: the view that we are representing objective facts when we make moral judgments.  

Emotivism: the view that we are expressing our emotions towards the world when we make these 
judgments.  

Prescriptivism: the view that we are uttering moral imperatives when we make these judgments.  

Relativism: the view that we are describing some kind of cultural or personal relative practice when we 
make these judgments. 
 
 
 

Video #2 Part Two - Objectivism, Relativism and Emotivism 
 
Three questions: 
 
Are they the sorts of judgments that can be true or false – or are they mere options? 
If they are true/false, what makes them true/false? 
If they are true, are they objectively true? 
 
Objectivism – basic idea: Our moral judgments are the sorts of things that be or false, and what 



makes them true or false are facts that are generally independent of who we are or what cultural 
groups we belong to – they are objective moral facts. 
 
Empirical judgment “The Earth rotates around the Sun” 
Capable of being true/false 
Made true by relative trajectory of Earth & Sun 
Objectively true 
 
“Genocide is morally abhorrent” 
Capable of being true/false? 
Made true by wrongness of genocide? 
Objectively true? 
 
“Polygamy is morally dubious” 
Capable of being true/false? 
Made true/false by the morality of polygamy? 
Objectively true? 

 
Which of these statements are true about the objectivist view of morality? (Check all that 
applies.) 

Moral judgments are like empirical judgments in that both are objective facts that can be true or false 
Moral disagreements between people are basically disagreements over some objective fact about 
morality 
What makes our moral judgments true or false are generally dependent of the cultural groups we 
belong to.  
To an objectivist, polygamy can be both morally permissible and morally impermissible. 
 
 
Relativism – basic idea: Our moral judgments are indeed true or false, but they are only true or 
false relative to something that can vary between people. 
 
One must drive of the left 
Capable of being true/false 
Made true by laws in force in particular jurisdictions 
True relative to jurisdiction 
 
 
 
 



Polygamy is morally dubious 
Capable of being true/false? 
Made true by particular subjective feelings? 
True relative to personal feelings? 
 
 
Oedipus’ sleeping with his mother was morally bad 
Capable of being true/false? 
Made true by particular subject subjective feelings? 
True relative to personal feelings? 
 
 
Subjectivism – basic idea:  Our moral judgments are indeed true or false, but they are only true or 
false relative to the subjective feelings of the person who makes them. 
X is bad = I dislike X 
 
Has a hard time explaining disagreements. 
 
 
Cultural Relativism – a form of relativism – basic idea: Our moral judgments are indeed true or 
false, but they are only true or false relative to the culture of the person who makes. 
X is bad = X is disapproved of in my culture 
 
 
An objectivist and a relativist would disagree over which of the following? (Check all that applies.) 

Whether or not moral judgments are the sorts of things that can be true or false.  
Whether the truth or falsity of our moral judgments can vary from person to person 
Whether moral judgments are just like empirical judgments 
Whether our moral judgments depend on the cultural groups we belong to 
 
 
Emotivism – Basic idea: Moral judgments are neither objectively true/false or relatively true/false.  
They are direct expressions of our emotive reactions. 

 

Which of these theories contain the view that our moral judgments are the sort of things that 
can be true or false? (Check all that applies.) 
Objectivism  
Subjectivism  



Cultural Relativism  
Emotivism. 
 
 
 
 
Video #3 Part Three - Objections to Objectivism, Relativism and Emotivism 
 
Objectivism – Compare: Empirical judgments about the world. 
 
The objective is important difference between 
    - how we determine whether something is morally right/wrong 
    - how we determine whether an empirical claim is true/false 
Can Objectivists explain this intuitive difference? 
 
 
Relativism – Compare: Judgments about what’s legal. 
 
The objective is it seems like there is such a thing as moral progress. 
Can Relativists explain this possibility? 
 
 
Emotivism – Boo for that!  Hooray for this! 
 
The objective is it seems like we can use reason to arrive at our moral judgments like we reason to 
arrive at our empirical judgments. 
But how can Emotivists explain this intuitive similarity? 

 
 
Which of the following statements are CORRECT? (Check all that applies.) 

A challenge to objectivism is that we do not seem to have an objective method for resolving moral 
disputes 
A challenge to emotivism is that it cannot explain the possibility of making moral progress.  
A challenge to relativism is that we do not seem to have a method for resolving moral disputes.   
Since emotivism takes our moral judgments to be mere expressions of our emotional reactions, it 
faces the challenge of explaining how people appear to reason their way to moral judgments 
 
 
 



Objectivism - Challenge: explain the difference in method of determining what the facts are. 
Relativism – Challenge: explain the possibility of moral progress. 
Emotivism – Challenge: explain the possibility of using reason to answer moral questions 
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