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NAVIGATING MORAL
PHILOSOPHY: AN IN-DEPTH LOOK
AT STEVEN CAHN EXPLORING
ETHICS

In  the  vast  landscape  o f  mora l
philosophy, few textbooks have achieved
the clarity, rigor, and classroom-friendly
structure  found  in  Steven  Cahn
Exploring  Ethics.  Steven  M.  Cahn,  a
distinguished philosopher and professor
emeritus at the City University of New
York, has dedicated much of his career
to  making  complex  ethical  theories
accessible without sacrificing intellectual
depth.  His  anthology,  Exploring  Ethics:
An Introductory Anthology, has become
a  cornerstone  for  introductory  ethics
courses  across  the United States.  This
article delves into the unique approach
Cahn  takes,  the  structure  of  his
influential  text,  and  why  his  method  of
exploring  ethics  remains  relevant  for
students and lifelong learners alike.

Who Is Steven
Cahn? A Profile
of the
Philosopher-

Educator
Understanding Steven Cahn exploring
ethics  begins  with  understanding  the
man behind the  text.  Steven M.  Cahn
earned  his  Ph.D.  from  Columbia
University  and  has  spent  decades
teaching and writing about philosophy,
with a particular focus on ethical theory,
philosophy  of  education,  and  critical
thinking.  He  has  authored  or  edited
more than fifty books, but his anthology
Exploring  Ethics  stands  out  for  its
pedagogical  effectiveness.
Cahn’s philosophy of teaching ethics is
rooted in the belief that students do not
n e e d  t o  b e  o v e r w h e l m e d  b y
impenetrable  jargon  or  exhaustive
h i s t o r i c a l  s u r v e y s  t o  e n g a g e
meaningfully  with  moral  questions.
Instead,  he  curates  a  selection  of
essential  readings—from  Aristotle  and
Immanuel Kant to contemporary thinkers
l ike  John  Rawls  and  Judith  Jarvis
Thomson—and pairs them with his own
incisive  introductions.  This  approach
allows  readers  to  grasp  the  core
arguments of each philosopher without
getting lost in secondary commentary.

The Structure of
"Exploring
Ethics": A
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Blueprint for
Clarity
One of the primary reasons instructors
return  to  Steven  Cahn  exploring
ethics year after year is the textbook’s
intuitive  organization.  The  book  is
divided  into  thematic  sections  that
mirror  the  major  branches  of  ethical
inquiry. Rather than arranging readings
purely  chronologically,  Cahn  groups
them  by  topic,  making  it  easier  for
students  to  compare  competing
viewpoints  side  by  side.

Part One: The Nature of
Morality – This section introduces
foundational questions: Is morality
objective or relative? What does it
mean to lead a good life? Readings
include selections from Plato,
David Hume, and contemporary
relativists.
Part Two: Moral Theories –
Here, Cahn presents the major
normative frameworks:
utilitarianism, deontology, virtue
ethics, and contractarianism.
Classic texts from John Stuart Mill,
Immanuel Kant, and Aristotle are
featured, along with modern
critiques.
Part Three: Moral Problems –
This applied ethics section tackles
real-world dilemmas such as
abortion, euthanasia, animal
rights, and global poverty.
Students see how theoretical
principles translate into concrete
arguments.
Part Four: Moral Responsibility
and Free Will – Cahn also
addresses meta-ethical issues,
including the debate between

determinism and libertarian free
will, which underpins many ethical
judgments.

Each  section  begins  with  a  brief,
accessible introduction written by Cahn
himself.  These  introductions  do  not
spoon-feed  conclusions;  rather,  they
frame the central questions and prepare
the reader to engage critically with the
primary texts. The result is a textbook
that  fosters  genuine  philosophical
d i a l o g u e  r a t h e r  t h a n  p a s s i v e
memorization.

Why Cahn’s
Approach to
Ethics Is So
Effective
Steven Cahn exploring ethics is not
merely a collection of readings; it  is a
carefully  crafted  pedagogical  tool.
Several  features  distinguish  Cahn’s
anthology from other introductory ethics
textbooks.

ACCESSIBILITY WITHOUT DUMBED-
DOWN CONTENT

Many introductory ethics books fall into
one of two traps: they are either overly
simplistic,  offering  only  summaries  of
theories,  or  they  are  overly  dense,
expecting  first-year  students  to  grapple
with  unedited  scholarly  articles.  Cahn
strikes  a  rare  balance.  He  selects
readings  that  are  challenging  yet
comprehensible,  and  he  provides  just
enough  context  to  i l luminate  the
argument  without  overwhelming  the
reader.  For  example,  his  excerpt  from
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Kant’s Groundwork of the Metaphysics of
Morals  is  carefully  chosen  to  highlight
the  categorical  imperative  without
requ i r ing  exper t i se  in  Kant ian
metaphysics.

EMPHASIS ON PRIMARY SOURCES

Cahn  is  a  firm  believer  that  students
should  read  philosophers  themselves,
not merely read about them. Exploring
ethics  through  Cahn’s  lens  means
encountering  Aristotle’s  own  words  on
virtue,  Mill’s  defense  of  utility,  and
Thomson’s famous defense of  abortion
rights.  This  direct  engagement  fosters
critical  thinking  skills  and  allows
s tudents  to  deve lop  the i r  own
interpretations.  Cahn’s  editorial  voice
guides  without  dominating.

BALANCED REPRESENTATION OF
PERSPECTIVES

Another  strength  of  Steven  Cahn
exploring ethics is its commitment to
representing diverse ethical viewpoints.
The anthology includes classical Western
philosophers  alongside  contemporary
voices from feminist ethics, critical race
theory, and non-Western traditions such
as Confucianism and Buddhism (in later
editions).  This  inclusivity  ensures  that
students  encounter  a  fuller  picture  of
moral  reasoning  across  cultures  and
eras.

Key Themes
Explored in
Cahn’s

Anthology
When  we  speak  of  Steven  Cahn
exploring  ethics ,  we  are  real ly
speaking  about  a  journey  through
several  interconnected  thematic
territories. Let us examine some of the
most  prominent  themes  that  recur
throughout  the  book.

THE TENSION BETWEEN RELATIVISM
AND UNIVERSAL MORALITY

One of the earliest debates in any ethics
course is  whether  moral  principles are
universal  or  culturally  relative.  Cahn
includes  readings  from  both  sides,
allowing  students  to  wrestle  with
questions such as: If morality varies from
culture  to  culture,  does  that  mean no
action is objectively wrong? Or are there
certain  moral  truths  that  apply  to  all
humans? By presenting arguments from
both relativists  and universalists,  Cahn
encourages students to develop nuanced
positions  rather  than  simply  adopting
popular  slogans  like  "who  am  I  to
judge?"

UTILITY, DUTY, AND VIRTUE: THE
THREE PILLARS OF NORMATIVE
ETHICS

A significant portion of Exploring Ethics
is  devoted  to  the  three  dominant
normative  theories.  Cahn  does  not
present  these  theories  as  abstract
puzzles  but  as  living  frameworks  for
addressing  real  moral  questions.  He
juxtaposes  Mill’s  utilitarianism  with
Kant’s deontology and Aristotle’s virtue
ethics,  often  including  critiques  and
defenses  that  have  emerged  over
centuries  of  philosophical  debate.
Students emerge not  just  knowing the
definitions  of  these  theories,  but
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understanding  their  strengths,
weaknesses,  and  applications.

APPLIED ETHICS: PUTTING THEORY
TO THE TEST

Perhaps  the  most  engaging  section  of
Cahn’s  anthology is  the applied ethics
portion. Steven Cahn exploring ethics
in  practical  contexts  means examining
issues like abortion, capital punishment,
environmental  responsibility,  and
economic justice. Cahn selects readings
that represent the strongest arguments
on  multiple  sides  of  each  issue.  For
example,  the  debate  on  abortion
includes  both  Thomson’s  defense  of
abortion  rights  and  Don  Marquis’s
famous argument that abortion is prima
facie seriously wrong. Students learn to
analyze these arguments on their logical
merits  rather  than  merely  reacting
emotionally.

THE INTERSECTION OF ETHICS AND
FREE WILL

Cahn  also  delves  into  meta-ethics,
particularly the problem of  free will.  If
determinism is true, can we hold people
morally  responsible  for  their  actions?
This  philosophical  puzzle  has  practical
implications  for  law,  punishment,  and
personal  relationships.  Cahn  includes
classic  readings  from philosophers  like
Walter Stace and Paul  Edwards,  giving
students  the  tools  to  navigate  this
complex  terrain.

How "Exploring
Ethics"

Compares to
Other Textbooks
Instructors often ask how Steven Cahn
exploring  ethics  stacks  up  against
other  popular  anthologies such as The
Moral  Life  by  Louis  Pojman  or  Ethics:
History,  Theory,  and  Contemporary
Issues  by  Steven  M.  Cahn  and  Peter
Markie  (a  different  book).  The  key
difference  lies  in  Cahn’s  editorial
philosophy.  While  some  anthologies
prioritize breadth over depth, including
dozens of excerpts that are only a few
pages long, Cahn opts for slightly longer
selections that allow students to engage
with an argument from start to finish. His
introductions  are  also  notably  more
concise,  getting  straight  to  the  point
w i t h o u t  m e a n d e r i n g  t h r o u g h
biographical  details  irrelevant  to  the
argument.
Furthermore,  Exploring  Ethics  is
affordable  relative  to  many  philosophy
textbooks. Cahn has long advocated for
making  quality  educational  resources
accessible,  and  the  text  is  often
available  in  a  low-cost  paperback
edition.  This  practical  consideration
aligns  with  his  ethical  commitment  to
equity in education.

Practical
Applications:
How Students
Use Cahn’s



Steven Cahn Exploring Ethics 5

5

Framework
What  does  it  look  like  when  Steven
Cahn exploring ethics is implemented
in  a  classroom? Typically,  a  semester-
long  ethics  course  using  this  textbook
follows a pattern. The first few weeks are
dedicated to the nature of morality and
the major theories. Students write short
papers  comparing  utilitarianism  and
deontology, or defending their preferred
account  of  moral  motivation.  As  the
semester progresses, the class shifts to
applied topics, where students can apply
the theoretical tools they have acquired.
Discussion  tends  to  be  lively  because
Cahn’s  se lect ions  of ten  end  on
provocative  questions  or  unresolved
tensions.  A student reading Thomson’s
violinist  analogy  may  initially  be
convinced,  only  to  find  Marquis’s
argument  equally  compelling.  This
cognitive  dissonance  is  exactly  what
Cahn  intends.  He  wants  students  to
experience  the  difficulty  of  ethical
reasoning—not  as  a  flaw  in  philosophy,
but  as  its  most  valuable  feature.
Beyond  the  classroom,  Steven  Cahn
exploring  ethics  is  also  a  valuable
resource  for  independent  learners.
Anyone curious about moral philosophy
can pick up the book and work through it
systematically.  The  clarity  of  Cahn’s
introductions means that a self-directed
reader  can  gain  a  solid  foundation
without  a  professor’s  guidance.

Criticisms and
Limitations of

Cahn’s Approach
No  textbook  is  perfect,  and  Steven
Cahn exploring ethics  has its critics.
Some  philosophers  argue  that  Cahn’s
selections are too brief, that excerpting
a chapter from Aristotle’s Nicomachean
Ethics  cannot  do  justice  to  the  whole
work. Others contend that the anthology
leans  too  heavily  toward  analytic
philosophy,  neglecting  continental
traditions  such  as  existentialism  and
postmodernism.  Additionally,  some
instructors  find  that  Cahn’s
introductions,  while  clear,  occasionally
oversimplify complex debates.
However,  these  criticisms  must  be
weighed  against  the  text’s  purpose.
Exploring Ethics is explicitly designed
as an introductory  anthology.  It  is  not
meant to replace a comprehensive study
of  any  single  philosopher,  nor  does  it
pretend to cover every tradition equally.
For  a  one-semester  introduction  that
aims  to  spark  curiosity  and  develop
analytical  skills,  Cahn’s  book  remains
among the most effective available.

Why Steven
Cahn’s Work
Endures
In  a  wor ld  where  textbooks  are
constantly  being revised and replaced,
Steven  Cahn  exploring  ethics  has
proven  remarkably  durable.  New
editions  have  been  released  regularly,
updating  the  reading  selections  to
include  contemporary  debates  while
preserving  the  classic  texts  that  have
shaped  Western  moral  philosophy.
Cahn’s  approach—clear,  direct,  and
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r e s p e c t f u l  o f  t h e  r e a d e r ’ s
intelligence—never goes out of style.
Moreover,  the  ethical  questions  Cahn
addresses  are  perennial.  Whether  it  is
the morality  of  war,  the obligations of
citizens, or the meaning of a good life,
these are issues that every generation
must confront anew. Exploring Ethics
provides the intellectual tools to do so
with rigor and honesty.

Conclusion: A
Lasting
Contribution to
Moral Education
To summarize, Steven Cahn exploring
ethics  is  far  more  than  just  another

textbook.  It  is  a  carefully  crafted
introduction  to  moral  philosophy  that
respects both the subject matter and the
reader.  By combining primary sources,
thematic  organization,  and  accessible
editorial commentary, Cahn has created
a  resource  that  educates,  challenges,
and inspires. Whether you are a student
enrol led  in  an  ethics  course,  an
instructor seeking a reliable textbook, or
an independent reader eager to deepen
your understanding of right and wrong,
Cahn’s  work  offers  an  excellent  starting
point.
Moral  philosophy can sometimes seem
intimidating, with its centuries of dense
arguments  and  technical  terminology.
But through the lens of Steven Cahn, it
becomes a living conversation—one that
invites everyone to participate. That is
the  enduring  legacy  of  Steven  Cahn
exploring  ethics:  it  democratizes
philosophy  without  diluting  it.


