
Moral actions and non-moral actions: 

 
 

In philosophy, a moral action has ethical significance, involving principles of 
right and wrong, good and bad, and impacts others. A non-moral action, in 

contrast, is devoid of ethical value, as it doesn't involve moral considerations or 

affect anyone's well-being in a right or wrong way. Examples of moral actions 

include keeping a promise or acting justly, while examples of non-moral actions 
are choosing a colour or raising your hand to agree with someone.  

Moral Actions 

 Ethical Significance: These actions carry moral weight and are subject to 
moral judgments.  

 Free Will and Intention: For an action to be moral, it often requires a rational 
agent acting with free choice and good intentions, rather than a blind impulse.  

 Impact on Others: Moral actions generally concern human well-being, 
suffering, or harm.  

 Examples: 
o Acting with honesty and integrity.  

o Showing respect and dignity to others.  

o Keeping a promise.  

Non-Moral Actions  
 Neutrality: These actions are neither right nor wrong in a moral sense.  

 Lack of Moral Quality: They lack inherent moral value or ethical 
significance.  

 Examples: 

o Basic Actions: An action like raising your hand can be a basic, non-moral 

action, even if the reason for doing so (e.g., to show agreement) might have 
moral implications.  

o Aesthetic Choices: Choosing what to wear or a color of lipstick is generally 

considered a non-moral act because it does not inherently relate to right or 
wrong behaviour.  

o Mechanical Acts: Acting mechanically, without conscious discrimination or 
will, can be considered non-moral.  
 

 

Concepts of good& bad, right & wrong, duty & obligation, right 

& duty, duty & virtue: 
 
 



 

Good and bad refer to the desirable and undesirable nature of things, while right 

and wrong pertain to the moral evaluation of actions. Duty is an obligation or 
commitment to act, and this commitment is known as an obligation. Rights are 

the freedoms and interests that are protected and recognized, which in turn 

create corresponding duties or obligations for others. Virtues are good moral 

qualities, like honesty and compassion, that are developed through habit and 
contribute to individual and social well-being.  

Good vs. Bad & Right vs. Wrong 
 Good and Bad: 

These terms often describe the value of something—whether it fulfils a need 
or desire, or enhances life.  

 Right and Wrong: 

These terms usually evaluate actions or behaviours, determining if they are 

morally obligatory or volatile of duties.  
Duty vs. Obligation 

 Duty: 

A sense of moral obligation or a commitment to fulfill a specific claim or 
requirement.  

 Obligation: 
The state of being bound to perform certain actions, often used 

interchangeably with duty.  

Right vs. Duty 
 Right: 

A freedom, interest, or condition necessary for a person to achieve their best 
self, recognized and protected by law or moral principle.  

 Duty: 

The action or forbearance required of another or others in respect of a 
right. Rights and duties are correlative: every right implies a corresponding 

duty for someone else.  

Duty vs. Virtue 
 Duty: The act of fulfilling a moral obligation.  

 Virtue: A positive moral quality, such as courage or honesty, that is a 

disposition or habit of character. A virtuous act is often motivated by a desire to 
do good, while a dutiful act is performed out of obligation.  

How They Interconnect 
 Virtue and Duty: 

A person with virtues may act out of duty or from a deep-seated goodness, but 

the focus of virtue ethics is on cultivating the character traits that make a 
person "good".  



 Rights, Duties, and Virtues: 
Virtues like honesty and beneficence (doing good) can be seen as promoting 

individual well-being. By upholding certain virtues, individuals can fulfil their 

natural duties, such as the duty not to harm others or to show gratitude.  

 
 

The object of moral judgment: 

 
The object of moral judgment in ethics is typically a voluntary action, or 

conduct, along with its associated intentions, motives, and consequences. While 

actions are the most common focus, the judgment can also be applied to 
persons, institutions, or even states of affairs to determine their moral 

quality. The specific emphasis—whether on the act itself, the inner intentions, 

or the outward results—can vary depending on the moral framework, such 

as deontology (focus on the act) or utilitarianism (focus on consequences).  
 

Key Aspects of the Object of Moral Judgment 

 
 Voluntary Actions: 

Moral judgment primarily evaluates actions that are willed or chosen, as non-
voluntary actions lack moral worth.  

 Intentions and Motives: 

The inner purpose or motive behind an action is a crucial part of the object of 
judgment, as it shapes the moral quality of the act.  

 Consequences: 

The actual or foreseen outcomes of an action are also considered, especially in 
frameworks like utilitarianism, which judge an action by its results.  

 Persons and Institutions: 

Beyond individual actions, moral judgments are extended to assess the 
character of people and the ethical nature of organizations and institutions.  

 Situations and Conditions: 

Events or conditions that have moral implications can also serve as objects of 

judgment, reflecting broader societal ethical concerns.  

Different Perspectives 
 Deontological Ethics: 

This approach focuses on the inherent rightness or wrongness of the action 
itself, making the voluntary act and its adherence to moral duties the primary 
object.  

 Utilitarian Ethics: 
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This perspective emphasizes the outcome of an action, so the beneficial or 
harmful consequences of a behaviour are the main object of moral judgment.  

 Ethics of Mental Disposition: 

Some views, like Kant's, focus on the inner disposition, motive, or intention of 
the individual, making the internal mental state the object of judgment. 

 

 

Object of moral judgement - motive and intention  

 
The object of moral judgment can encompass motives, intentions, actions, and 
consequences, with different ethical theories placing emphasis on each 

element. While motives explain the internal drivers of an action (the "why" 

behind it), intentions specify the ends or aims the agent seeks to 

achieve. Historically, thinkers like Jeremy Bentham considered intentions to be 
the primary object of moral judgment, while the focus on consequences (often 

called "connotation" or "effect") gained prominence in Utilitarianism. 

  
Understanding the Concepts 

 Motive: The underlying force that drives an action; the feeling or reason behind 
it.  

 Intention: The aim or goal of an action; what the agent intends to accomplish.  

 Action: The act itself.  

 Consequence/Outcome: The result or effect of an action.  

The Debate: What is the Object of Moral Judgment? 
 Focus on Intention: 

Some philosophers argue that the intention behind an action is the primary 

object of moral judgment. A good intention can make a morally good action 
even better, while an evil intention cannot make an evil act good.  

 Focus on Consequences (Utilitarianism): 

Utilitarian’s, like Bentham and Mill, believe that the morality of an action is 

determined by its consequences, not its motive. The action is judged by its 
effects on the world.  

 Integrated View: 

Many ethical systems consider the interplay of motives, intentions, and 

consequences. For example, someone making a charitable donation might be 

motivated by tax benefits, but their intention to help others could still be 
viewed favourably.  

 Context Matters: 
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The context and the specific moral framework (cultural, religious, 
philosophical) influence which aspects are considered most important when 

forming a moral judgment. 


