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Today’s session is meant to help get you more familiar ���
with the structure & objectives of an ethical debate.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
•  We’ll go through each portion of the debate, ���

and I’ll offer a demo of how a debate structured this way would play out. 

–  The question we’ll examine today is: 

•  Is it morally wrong to be non-monogamous? 

–  I’ll alternate between representing the YES and NO teams 
–  The YES team will make some errors you ought to avoid, ���

while the NO team will exemplify excellent debate performance. 2	  



OPENING STATEMENT (5 min) 

•  Your opening statement should establish your team’s perspective ���
on why this issue is worth debating in the first place:  
–  Why is this issue something we should all be concerned about?  
–  What is at stake in the debate to come?  
–  Who/what is affected by this issue? 

 

TEAM YES (It is morally wrong to be non-monogamous) 
 

•  Non-monogamy, which we will define as ���
the practice of having multiple romantic or sexual partners, ���
is increasingly easy to pursue in an era that has done away with traditional 
courtship practices in favor of casual partnerships with multiple people. 
–  A cross-national survey of 87,000 people found that ���

20% of single people reported being in consensual non-monogamous 
relationships at some point in their life (Haupert et al 2016)  

•  Non-monogamous behavior is dangerous because of its likelihood of ���
causing emotional harm, psychological damage, and spread of disease 

•   It also threatens core societal values like commitment and loyalty to family 
and undermines the quality and meaningfulness of relationships. 
–  Deviating from a norm of monogamy ���

could do irrevocable damage to our culture.  
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TEAM NO (It is not morally wrong to be non-monogamous) 
 

•  Non-monogamy is criticized heavily by an older generation ���
that blindly upholds monogamy as an ideal simply because���
 they were raised to think it was a moral obligation. 

•  Non-monogamy needs to be distinguished from infidelity 
(violation of an agreement to have a monogamous relationship). 
•  Consensual non-monogamy is ethical and ���

upholds mutual respect for all participants involved. 

•  Non-monogamy does not harm anyone ���
outside of the relationship ���
(and doesn’t harm those in the relationships ���
either, if done correctly), so it should be ���
permitted as a matter of personal freedom. 
–  Allowing some people to practice ���

non-monogamy in accordance with ���
their preferences does not stop other people ���
from successfully pursuing and ���
maintaining monogamous relationships. 
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ARGUMENTS (8-9 min) 
 

•  Your arguments supply reasons in support of the view you are defending. 

•   Your arguments should make use of theories and concepts ���
we have been discussing throughout the course.  
–  Which normative ethical theories lend support to your claims ���

about what is right/wrong, or should/should not be done? 

•  For these to be compelling arguments, they should avoid committing any fallacies:  
–  for example, appealing to the audiences’ emotions ���

instead of engaging their reasoning,  
–  exercising confirmation bias by cherry-picking evidence ���

in favor of your team’s view while ignoring evidence to the contrary,  
–  or misrepresenting the opponent’s view with a strawman argument. 
 
 

QUESTIONS FOR OPPONENTS (1-2 min) 
•  Your questions will aim to expose weaknesses in the other side’s view. 

–  You might ask them to explain how their view would address ���
a particular actual or hypothetical case involving the topic of debate.  

–  You might ask them how their view avoids committing its defenders ���
to other views they wouldn’t want to hold.  
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YES TEAM’S ARGUMENTS 
 

•  Non-monogamy is wrong because it violates the moral right ���
all individuals have to an exclusive, committed relationship. 
–  Human beings need and crave intimacy/trust; ���

depriving them of this entitlement is cruel and unjust. 

•  Multiple normative ethical theories support the conclusion ���
that non-monogamy is morally wrong: 

–  Aristotle forbade adultery as an action that is always wrong, and his doctrine ���
of the golden mean suggests non-monogamy should not be practiced: ���
it is immoderate and reflects greed for attention and sexual satisfaction. 

–  According to rule utilitarians, non-monogamy is wrong because it tends to 
produce a net increase of pain: it create feelings of jealousy, betrayal, and 
rejection (not to mention a potential increase in the spread of STDs). 
•  Moreover, it could be argued that human beings ought to be monogamous ���

on utilitarian grounds, because monogamy leads to good consequences ���
by committing people to invest a lot of time and effort into cultivating secure, 
lasting relationships that underpin good families. 

–  Kantian deontology might say that non-monogamy involves over-indulging���
 our dangerous sexual desires and amounts to instrumentalizing our partners. 
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YES TEAM’S QUESTIONS for the NO team: 
 

1.  Why would proof of infidelity ���
be treated as a legal grounds for divorce ���
if it wasn’t a sign that one partner in the marriage ���
is not upholding a moral commitment to their partner? 

2.  How is it possible for someone to truly give enough love and attention ���
to satisfy multiple partners when it’s hard enough already to maintain ���
a healthy monogamous relationship on top of one’s career and personal life? 

3.  If non-monogamy is morally acceptable, ���
why is it so often criticized in songs, ���
TV shows, movies, etc?  
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RESPONSE TO OPPONENTS (5 min) 
•  Your response to opponents should address the arguments/questions ���

directed at your team as best as you are able.  
–  If you detect any fallacies in your opponents’ arguments, point them out. 

•  You can prepare for this portion of this debate by anticipating problems and 
objections that would be raised against your view.  

 

 
NO’s Responses to YES’s questions 
 

1.  Infidelity breaks a marital agreement to monogamy, ���
but (despite what contractarians might say) ���
a legal violation is not necessarily a moral violation.  

–  At any rate, the question confuses non-monogamy ���
with infidelity, thereby making a strawman argument.  
•  We are defending the moral permissibility ���

of consensual non-monogamy, ���
not cheating in a monogamous relationship. 
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NO’s Responses to YES’s questions (continued) 
 

2.  Sure, it might be hard for someone to be an ideal partner to multiple partners ���
– but it may be no more difficult than staying faithful to a monogamous partner ���
despite feeling strong urges to form relationships with other people. 
–  There’s no reason to believe someone could not possibly offer multiple partners ���

the amount of love & attention they need to be satisfied. 
•  Perhaps not everyone can rise to the challenge of being a good partner ���

to multiple people, but we’re not advocating that everyone ���
must be non-monogamous anyway: ���
those who can only devote themselves to one partner are still free to do so. 

3.  This question yet again confuses non-monogamy with infidelity. 

–  Infidelity is rightly criticized because it involves ���
breaking a promise to one’s partner.  
•  This makes a marital agreement a false promise, ���

which Kant declared morally wrong because it disregards the autonomy ���
of the person to whom we have made (and broken) a promise. 

–  However, consensual non-monogamy by definition involves being honest ���
to one’s partner about the terms of the relationship they are entering into. 
•  Both partners ought to know and agree from the start ���

that their relationship is not exclusive. 
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NO’s ARGUMENTS 
 

•  The insistence that monogamy is the only morally acceptable option ���
rests upon a fallacious Appeal to Tradition: ���
the belief that however things have typically been is how they must always be. 
–  Monogamy is a culturally- and temporally-specific norm, ���

not a universal or timeless imperative. 
–  A pluralistic outlook on life demands that we allow that people ���

the freedom to fulfill their basic needs according to their wishes. 

•  Consequentialism does not condemn non-monogamy, because the practice ���
does not create emotional or psychological harm when it is done consensually. 
–  Moreover, the idea that non-monogamy spreads STDs is a myth: ���

one study suggests that the rate of STDs among non-monogamists is no higher 
than that among monogamists, and non-monogamists may actually be more 
responsible when it comes to STD testing & use of protection. (Lehmiller 2015) 

–  The opposing team is mistaken in believing that monogamy reliably leads to 
good consequences for families: forcing people into monogamous marriages may 
result in divorces that harm children. 

 

•  Non-monogamy does not violate Kant’s Formula of the End in Itself ���
if both parties know exactly what they’re getting themselves into. 
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NO TEAM’s Questions for the YES team: 
 

•  Why is divorce so common if monogamy ���
is so valuable to individuals & their societies? 

•  How exactly is the practice of monogamy ���
compromised or devalued when some people make an alternative choice? 

YES’s Responses to NO’s Questions: 
 

•  ??? 
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CLOSING ARGUMENTS (5 min) 
•  Your closing arguments should summarize the lessons your team ���

believes the audience should take away from the debate���
 concerning the view you have defended. 

 

YES TEAM: 
•  There’s a reason why monogamy is the norm in our society and many others. 

It provides deep satisfaction for many people and encourages strong social 
bonds that make our societies better. 

•  Non-monogamy is a risky choice, ���
and people should not be trusted to undertake the practice responsibly. 

 

NO TEAM: 
•  Not everyone wants or needs to be in an exclusive relationship, ���

so those who want to make a different choice in their personal life ���
should be allowed to do so provided they do it in a responsible, ���
consensual manner. 

•  The discomfort people feel towards the idea of non-monogamy ���
reflects how strongly the idea of monogamy is pushed upon us; ���
it does not reflect a moral obligation to be monogamous ,���
nor a right to a monogamous relationship. 12	  


