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Comprehension Three: Questions

This comprehension is more difficult than the previous two. While it follows a similar format to Comprehensions One and Two (designed to take students quite consciously through the comprehension process), the text is longer than and not as straightforward. Watch out for any misunderstandings students might have of the text, and for any lazy/short-cut answers to questions.
Morality and Ethics Defined

Is it fair that exports from the developing to developed countries face tariffs that are on average four times as high as those imposed on exports from developed countries? Under which conditions is a state justified in using violent means against another state? Do wealthier nations of the world have obligations to assist poorer nations?
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The questions posed above belong to what we call normative discourse. Normative statements are used to express our evaluation of people’s behaviour, events, and state of affairs, in terms of what we believe is right or wrong, good or bad, desirable or undesirable, proper or improper, just or unjust. These beliefs can be called moral beliefs, since they express the moral values to which we subscribe. Normative statements or questions such as those mentioned above are all based on implicit or explicit moral beliefs. Thus when someone says that it is unfair that five powers (China, France, the Russian Federations, the UK and the USA) alone have the right to veto substantive decisions of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), this statement is based on a moral belief that fairness exists in treating equals equally. This moral belief concludes that, because the Charter of the United Nations recognises the de jure equality of all member states, states should be treated equally when it comes to voting privileges in all its organs...

If we compare normative statements with descriptive statements we will see that we use different methods to establish the validity of the respective statements. To validate a statement means you provide reasons for why it should be trusted, believed or taken seriously. We validate descriptive statements by producing facts or data to substantiate a specific descriptive claim. Thus, when someone describes the South African economy as slow-growing, and is called upon to validate this statement, he or she can refer us to standardised economic data that measure the growth rate of the South African economy and compare it with the growth rates of other countries.

Something different is expected of us when we are required to justify or validate a moral belief, though. Say you agree with the criticism that the current voting arrangement in the UNSC is unjust, because you believe that fairness implies equal treatment for equals. How will you go about persuading someone who disagrees with you of the validity of your moral belief? Clearly, a reference to facts will be inadequate. Instead, what you are called upon to do is, first of all, to develop an argument in which you try to prove that your moral belief is based upon principles that are logically sound (they should not contradict one another, for instance). A persuasive argument about the validity of a particular moral belief must then also show that the principles on which is based are rooted in some general conception of what is right and/or what is good. The principles on which we base our moral beliefs can also be substantiated by showing how the observance of these principles would lead to a way of life that is preferable to other ways of life, in which these principles are not taken seriously.

Adapted from: Nel, P. 2002. ‘Morality and Ethics in International Relations’ in Power, Wealth and Global Equity (2rd ed.). McGowan, P. & Nel, P. (eds.) Cape Town: UCT Press, pages 44 – 45.
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Activity 1

The following words and phrases are all found in the text. Select the correct definition for each.

1. implicit 

a) stated obviously and clearly

b) suggested or hinted at but not directly said

c) spoken very quietly

2. UNSC 

a) United Nations Security Council

b) United Nations Safety Council

c) United Nations Security Court

3. de jure 

a) illegal

b) decided by a jury

c) concerning or by law

4. validity

a) to be within a sell-by date

b) to be logically or factually sound

c) to be convincing

5. principle 

a) a belief system

b) the most important supporting evidence in an argument

c) a fundamental belief value which serves as the foundation for certain behaviours or lines of reasoning

Activity 2

Answer the following questions based on the text.

1. Which countries have veto power in the UNSC? Select the correct five from the options available. 

2. What does the UN Charter assure all of its member states? 

3. The statements below are examples of normative statements. Indicate whether this is true or false for each statement.

a) Wealthier nations of the world have an obligation to assist poorer nations. 

b) It is fair that all countries belonging to the UN are given equal voting rights.

c) The South African economy grows slowly.

4. Give your own examples (one each) of a normative statement and a descriptive statement. 

5. Explain the difference between how we establish the validity of a descriptive statement, and how we establish the validity of a normative statement. 

Activity 3

In your own words, write a summary of the main points of this passage. Use between 100 – 150 words, and write in full sentences.
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