
Problems of Knowledge for Theory of Knowledge Class Discussion 

PROBLEMS OF MORALITY 

1. Are moral judgments any more than an expression of the attitudes 
we acquire from the society in which we live? Are they not, 
therefore, highly relative and subjective-not objective claims at 
all but just . sales talk in Sunday dress? 

2. Why should one bother with so-called moral considerations unless 
they overlap with selfish ones? In particular, how could real self-
sacrifice ever be sensible? 

3. How do you define "good" or "ought"? Isn't · it impossible to do this 
except by using moral terms, which makes the definition circular? 

4. Should not enlightened self-interest (or perhaps pleasure seeking or 
self-realization) be the ultimate foundation of morality? Should 
your consciences be your guide? 

5. Are there any exceptions to the Golden Rule? How should one 
interpret "Thou shall not kill?" To mean that killing is always 
wrong, or usually wrong, or wrong unless proved otherwise? 

6. To whom or to what do moral standards apply: to infants, morons, 
animals, nations, the environment, robots? 

7. It is realistic to suppose that we shall ever get agreement on moral 
issues, and if not, isn't that good ground for practical skepticism 
about the existence of absolute moral standards? 

8. Isn't religion the only possible basis for a morality that will work 
in this imperfect world? Should we praise people for effort or for 
achievement? 

9. It a saint finds it easy to behave morally, doesn't that show he is 
not so deserving as if it were very hard for him? 

10. Is it someone's motives that determine whether his actions are 
virtuous, or is it the· consequences of the actions? 

11. Is morality an extension of rationality? Can immorality be said to 
be irrational? 

12. Compare the question, Why be moral? with, Why use statistics? 



TEACHING THE TOPIC OF ETHICS 

PROBLEMS OF KNOWLEDGE ... 
Is there moral behavior? Is there ethical 
knowledge? What is the force of moral 
judgment? How does ethical knowledge 
relate to other forms of knowledge? 

MORALLY GOOD OR BAD ... 
Persons, motives, emotiops, intentions, 
dispositions, traits of character, groups of 
persons. 

OUR ETHICAL KNOWLEDGE ... 
Parents, conscience, social law, social norm, God, reason, feelings, evolu-
tion, ethical principles. 

MOVES FOR RATIONAL DISCOURSE ON MORAL BELIEFS ... 
Internal consistency, implications, coherence, separate values and facts, im-
plications ofrelativism. (Sue Bastian, ToK Teachers' Guide.) 

- THE MORAL WORLD ... 
You cannot avoid it; it involves others; moral decisions matter; you believe 
action is right; there is free action and choice, and responsibility; there is an 
intentional dimension; there are general applications or rules guiding our de-
cisions; we can use moral r.easoning to discover right forms of action: 

. Ethics is the enquiry into what is valuable, or into what Is 
really important, or I would have said Ethics is the enquiry 
-Into the meaning of life, or into what makes life worth living, 

· or into the right way of living. 

-Wittgenstein 

•• 
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PLATO'S REPUBLIC 

THE MYTH OF GYGES 
From The Republic of Plato, Translated with Introduction and Notes by Francis MacDonald 
Cornford, Oxford University Press ( 1941, 1972), Pages 44-45. Part II (Books II-IV. 4458), Chapter 
V (II. 359-360), "Justice In The State And In The lndividuai-. 

The story tells how [Gyges] was a shepherd in the King's 
service. One day there was a great storm, and the ground 
where his flock was feeding was rent by an earthquake. 
Astonished at the sight, he went down into the chasm and 
saw, among other wonders which the story tells, a brazen 
horse, hollow, with windows in its sides. Peering in; he 
saw a dead body, which seemed to be of more than human 
size. It was naked save for a gold ring, which he took from 
the finger and made his way out. r ', 

When the shepherds met, as they did every month, to send 
an account to the King of the state of his flocks, Gyges 
came wearing the ring. As he was sitting with the others, 
he happened to turn the bezel of the ring inside his hand. 
At once he became invisible, and his companions, to his 
surprise, began to speak of him as if he had left them. 
Then, as he was fingering the ring, he turned the bezel 
outwards and became visible again. With that, he set about 
testing the ring to see if it really had this power, and 
always with the same result: according as he turned the 
bezel inside or out he vanished and reappeared. After this 
discovery he contrived to be one of the messengers sent to 
the court. There he seduced the Queen, and with her help 
murdered the King and seized the throne. 

Now suppose there were two such magic rings, and one 
were given to the just man, the other to the unjust... (~ 


