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Course abstract 

  

Moral judgments are about what is good or bad, right or wrong, and virtuous or vicious. 

Normative theories (like utilitarianism) try to explain what sorts of behaviors and actions are 

good or bad, or right or wrong. The topic of this course, however, is metaethics. Metaethical 

theories are about normative ethical theories: they try to explain what is distinctive about 

moral judgments, and how they are similar to or different from other kinds of judgments. In 

this course, we shall explore the nature of moral judgments, and how they are related to 

motivation, truth, and objectivity. Do moral judgments always accompany motivation to act 

in a certain way? How can moral judgments be true or false? Is morality relative or absolute? 

These are the key metaethical questions we shall explore together in the course.  

  

Learning outcomes 

  

On successful completion of this course, students should be able to: 
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• Demonstrate an understanding of the argument structure and norms of 

argumentation specific to debates in metaethics and critically evaluate key arguments 

within this domain. 

• Construct persuasive arguments that address foundational questions in metaethics, 

such as the nature of moral judgment, moral language, and moral facts, and the 

practical implications of these issues. 

• Present and critically evaluate ideas and arguments related to metaethics, identifying 

and exploring alternative perspectives. 

• Articulate their own views on the practical implications of metaethics, developing 

insights into fundamental questions about the metaphysics of morality, moral 

epistemology, moral semantics, and moral psychology. 

• Engage in constructive, open-minded discussions with others who hold different views 

on metaethics, presenting their own positions clearly and logically. 

• Appreciate the range and variety of projects related to metaethics, understanding how 

these perspectives have evolved throughout history and across different societies. 

• Use philosophical skills to interpret and understand the views of others concerning 

metaethics, expressing their own views clearly, concisely, and effectively both orally 

and in writing. 

• Appreciate the role of open, rational discussion in the shared pursuit of knowledge 

about metaethics and its implications for society. 

  

  

Assessment methods 

  

• Midterm test (20%) 

• Final test (20%) 

• Group presentation 1 (15%)  

o Presentation and critical evaluation of an influential thesis and argument 

related to metaethics. 

• Group presentation 2 (20%) 

o Poster presentation of group’s personal view and argument related to the 

metaethics. 

• Peer review and feedback on group presentation 1 (5%) 

• Peer review and feedback on group presentation 2 (5%) 

• Short paper (1200 words not including references) (15%) 

  

 

 

 

 



Grading scale 

  

≥ 90%  A+ ≤ 100%   

Excellent 

≥ 85%  A < 90% 

≥ 80% A- < 85% 

≥ 75%  B+ < 80%   

Good 

≥ 70%  B < 75% 

≥ 65%  B- < 70% 

≥ 60%  C+ < 65%   

Satisfactory 

≥ 55%  C < 60% 

≥ 50%  C- < 55% 

≥ 45%  D+ < 50%   

Pass 

≥ 40%  D < 45% 

0%  F < 40% Fail 

 

 

 

  

Academic honesty 

 Plagiarism is a serious academic offense. Coursework submitted for assessment purposes 

must be students’ own work and properly acknowledge all sources. Students who plagiarize 

might be referred to the University’s disciplinary committee and might be expelled from the 

University as a result. You can find more information at http://www.hku.hk/plagiarism. (Also, 

visit this: http://arts.hku.hk/current-students/undergraduate/assessment/plagiarism) If you 

have any doubts as to whether the work you are handing in constitutes plagiarism, please 

don’t hesitate to consult with the instructor beforehand. 

  

  

Disabilities 

 Inform the instructor if you have a visible or non-visible disability that may have some impact 

on your work in this class, so reasonable accommodations and assistance can be provided to 

you. 

  

 

  

http://www.hku.hk/plagiarism
http://arts.hku.hk/current-students/undergraduate/assessment/plagiarism


Screen recommendations 

It would be greatly appreciated if you could minimize the use of your phone and other screen 

devices like laptops, tablets, smartwatches, and e-readers during class. If you have an 

emergency or expect an important call, please inform the instructor.  

Additionally, you do not need to take pictures of the slides, as they will be available to 

download on Moodle. While the use of laptops is not completely discouraged, we kindly ask 

that you use them primarily for note-taking purposes. This is because multitasking, like 

surfing the internet or emailing during class, can potentially distract you and those around 

you in the classroom. We understand that everyone has different learning styles, so we just 

ask that you consider these recommendations for the benefit of both your learning 

experience and that of your classmates. 

  

  

Course contents 

  

• Introduction 

o Course overview, 

o Ethics and morality 

o Key distinctions and concepts in metaethics, normative ethics, and applied 

ethics. 

• Mapping Ethical Quandaries 

o Moral facts and properties 

o Moral knowledge and disagreement 

o Moral language and meaning 

o Moral reasoning, motivation, emotion, and action. 

• Naturalism 

o What is moral naturalism? 

o Arguments for and against naturalism 

o Examples of naturalistic ethical theories 

• The Evolutionary Debunking Argument 

o The evolution of morality 

o Debunking moral realism: Street’s Darwinian dilemma 

o Responses to evolutionary critiques of morality 

• Nonnaturalism 

o What is moral nonnaturalism? 

o Intuitionism and moral truths 

o Hume’s Law 

o Criticisms of nonnaturalism 

• Error Theory 

o The nature of moral error theory 



o Mackie's arguments from relativity and queerness 

o Common objections to error theory 

• Expressivism 

o Emotivism, prescriptivism, projectivism, quasi-realism, and norm-

expressivism 

o Expressivism vs. moral realism 

o Challenges to expressivism 

• Conclusion 

o Review of key questions, arguments, and theories 

o The future of metaethics: New directions and debates 

o Final reflections on moral judgments 
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