
When should we 
break the law?



What is right?
What is wrong?
What is good?



Alfred Jules Ayer 
1910–1989

• Emotivism

• ‘boo- Hoorah’ 



• As Tyson said: "Do you know who the f*** I am? I'm the 
heavyweight champion of the world," Ayer retorted: "And I am 
the former Wykeham Professor of Logic. We are both pre-eminent 
in our field; I suggest that we talk about this like rational men." As 
they argued, Campbell slipped out to safety







If I am asked ‘What is good?’ my answer is that good 
is good, and that is the end of the matter. Or if I am 
asked ‘How is the good to be defined?’ my answer 
is that it cannot be defined, and that is all I have to 
say about it.

• Moore, Principa Ethica

• Yellow is a simple idea.

• Yellow cannot be broken down into its
constituent parts.

• It can only be defined by adding to it, by
pointing out things that are yellow.



Jeremy Bentham 
1748–1832

Utilitarianism

Looks at the consequences-

Greatest ‘good’ for the greatest number’

Good= ‘pleasure’



, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 1939

• "I have come to the conclusion that I made a 
mistake in coming to America," he wrote. "I shall 
have no right to take part in the restoration of 
Christian life in Germany after the war unless I 
share the trials of this time with my people.“

• “Silence in the face of evil is itself evil: God will 
not hold us guiltless. Not to speak is to speak. 
Not to act is to act.”



Frans De Waal

• Moral behaviour in animals

https://www.ted.com/talks/frans_de_waal_moral_behavior_in_animals
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Natural Law
By observing the world and using our reason we can discern natural 
laws that show how we should live correctly. 

• Cicero  – ‘True law is right reason in agreement with nature; it is of 
universal application , unchanging and everlasting…and there will 
not be different laws in Rome and at Athens, or different laws now 
and in the future’.

• Aristotle “that which is natural is unchangeable, the same power 
everywhere, just as the same fire burns here as in Persia

• The stoics believed all humans have a divine spark within them and 
that there is a natural God-given order by which they should live 
by.



Aristotle
384–322 B.C.E.

Excellence (arête) of character 

is a virtue.

Wisdom (practical) most 

important

-Prudence-



Aristotle
384–322 B.C.E.



Thomas Aquinas
1225–1274

• Natural Law

• Because we know that reason is the proper 
operation of human beings, it follows that a 
virtue is a habit that disposes us to reason well.

“Goodness and being are really the same.” (Summa Theologiae)



We should, and are naturally disposed, 

To do good and avoid evil.

• We live in an ordered and 
purposeful world- (telos)

• By observation and reason we 
can

• Discern laws that govern the 
world- Natural laws

• We should then live by these 
Natural Laws.

•



Thomas Aquinas
1225–1274

As a result, Aquinas noted that the intellectual virtues 

are virtues only in an extended sense. Because they 

can be misused, intellectual virtues fall short of the 

full sense of virtue

• In order to act well, we need to make good 
judgments about how we should behave. 

• This is precisely the sort of habit associated with 
prudence, which Aquinas defines as "wisdom 
concerning human affairs" (STIIaIIae 47.2 ad 1) or 
“right reason with respect to action”



In July 1994 Kevin Carter took his own life, writing, “I am haunted by the vivid memories of killings & 

corpses & anger & pain.”



Joseph Fletcher
1905-1991

• Situation ethics

• Apply ‘agape’ to situation, do 
the most loving(altruistic action)



“A just law is a man made code that squares with 
the moral law or the law of God. An unjust law is a 
code that is out of harmony with the moral law.“
Martin Luther King 





The Nuremberg trials of 1946 invented the term “crimes against humanity” 
based on the natural law principle that all human beings have “natural rights” 
by virtue of being human.



Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison

• “Stupidity is a more dangerous enemy of the good than malice. 
One may protest against evil; it can be exposed and, if need be, 
prevented by use of force. Evil always carries within itself the germ 
of its own subversion in that it leaves behind in human beings at 
least a sense of unease. Against stupidity we are defenseless. 
Neither protests nor the use of force accomplish anything here; 
reasons fall on deaf ears; facts that contradict one’s prejudgment 
simply need not be believed – in such moments the stupid person 
even becomes critical – and when facts are irrefutable they are 
just pushed aside as inconsequential, as incidental. In all this the 
stupid person, in contrast to the malicious one, is utterly self 
satisfied and, being easily irritated, becomes dangerous by going 
on the attack. For that reason, greater caution is called for when 
dealing with a stupid person than with a malicious one. Never 
again will we try to persuade the stupid person with reasons, for it 
is senseless and dangerous.”

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1153999


Charlie Chaplain
1889-1997

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
w8HdOHrc3OQ

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w8HdOHrc3OQ
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