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About this book

The aim of this guide is to help you prepare for the Pearson Edexcel AS and A-level Religious Studies Paper 2, Religion and ethics. It includes coverage of all of the topics required as part of both the AS examination and the A-level examination. This guide should be used as a supplement for a taught course along with textbooks and other materials recommended by your teacher.

The Content Guidance section begins with an introduction to religion and ethics. The rest of the section, split across the six topic areas, summarises the specification content to develop your understanding of the various topics in religion and ethics that will be covered in both the AS examination (Topics 1–3) and the A-level examination (Topics 1–6) of Paper 2, Religion and ethics. Each topic area highlights the works and ideas of key scholars who have made a significant contribution to the understanding of morality and religion. This will prepare you to make a comparison between the works of two named scholars and analyse a specific extract of their work as part of your A-level examination (see below).

The Questions & Answers section provides guidance on how to answer both the AS and A-level examination Paper 2. It includes examples of and guidance on the question types you will encounter in the examination. It also includes sample student answers, and examiner comments on how to improve performance.

Specification

For Paper 2, at both AS and A-level, you will be required to:


•  explore issues arising in the areas of morality and religion

•  study underlying ideas and concepts, and how ethical and religious ideas are applied to contemporary social, political and personal situations

•  develop the skills needed for further study through examining specific practical problems such as equality, war and peace, and sexual ethics

•  engage with a representative range of ethical stances and the views of significant ethical thinkers



At A-level only you will be required to further deepen and extend your understanding of religion and ethics by:


•  considering the relevance of language in discussing moral issues

•  identifying common ground between religion and morality

•  studying key scholars who have made a significant contribution, either historically or in the present, to shaping modern ethical theory

•  exploring the links between this paper and other areas of study

•  applying ethical theory to medical ethics, in the context of debates about the beginning and end of life



In the A-level examination, it is compulsory for students to compare the work of two named scholars, including a specific extract of their work. These are published in the relevant pages of the A Level Religious Studies Anthology, which can be downloaded from the Pearson Edexcel website.


Content Guidance

Introduction to religion and ethics

What is ethics?

Ethics is the branch of philosophy which considers and explains moral principles and moral conduct and investigates the meaning of moral language.

Morality understood in an everyday sense broadly means having some kind of system of values — deciding what is right or wrong for yourself. Ethics, however, takes a much more systematic and critical approach to the question. The focus of ethics is indeed the notion of right and wrong, but what it attempts to explain is why people make certain moral decisions and how we create moral systems which tell us how to act.

Some ethical theories also aim to tell us what moral standards we should choose and how we could achieve the good life. While non-philosophers see morality as a set of rules to obey and principles to follow, moral philosophers go beyond that and seek reasons why we should adopt a certain system of values, and consider the logic behind moral judgement.
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Key quotation

Anyone can get angry — that is easy — or give or spend money; but to do this to the right person, to the right extent, at the right time, with the right motive, and in the right way, that is not for everyone, nor is it easy.

Aristotle
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Ethical thinking involves thinking critically about what, as a person, you should do, what others should do and what sort of person you should be.

Examples of ethical questions are:


•  How ought we to live?

•  What makes our actions right or wrong?

•  What does it mean to call actions right or wrong?

•  Do non-human animals have rights?

•  What is the link between religion and morality?
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Key quotation

The first step away from being manipulated, and towards a more autonomous outlook, is to stand back from a set of responses and think.

Jonathan Glover
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What is a moral issue?

One of the first tasks of moral philosophy is to be clear on what makes an action moral and to differentiate between moral and non-moral judgements. Clearly, it is not a moral judgement to tell a friend that the red coat on display in a shop window would look nice on her, whereas it is a moral judgement to tell her that she shouldn’t buy a red coat made by child labourers in India. But how can we explain the difference between the two?

The main difference between moral and non-moral issues is that moral issues are based on values rather than facts.


•  A fact is a descriptive statement about the world, but could also be what the law says, what religions say or what takes place in nature. For example, the statement that ‘people are banned from smoking in public places in the UK’ is a fact.

•  A value, however, is never intended to be simply descriptive: it is a judgement about the world and implies the acceptance or rejection of norms of behaviour, and the understanding of terms such as ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. For example, the statement that ‘people shouldn’t smoke in front of their children’ implies a value judgement.



Moral philosophers investigate the relationship between facts and values, which means how we view the world and the moral principles we adopt.

Philosophers recognise certain requirements as essential to be able to have moral choice and make moral decisions. A moral agent is a being who is capable of moral decisions, and with this capacity comes responsibility for the moral or immoral behaviour chosen. The main criteria for moral agency are the following:


•  We need to be free to make choices — moral philosophers assume we have free will.

•  We need to be rational — able to look at the pros and cons of decisions and weigh up consequences.

•  We need to be self-aware and conscious — we understand that we are the ones performing the action.

•  The act must be intentional.

•  The act has an effect on others, in so far as it can benefit them or harm them.



Most of us would agree that non-human animals and very young children are not moral agents. But what about older children and teenagers? Or adults in the early stages of dementia?


[image: ]

Key quotation

Philosophy ought to question the basic assumptions of the age. Thinking through, critically and carefully, what most of us take for granted is, I believe, the chief task of philosophy, and the task that makes philosophy a worthwhile activity.

Peter Singer
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The three main approaches to ethics

There are three main types of approach to ethics:


•  Ethical theories, also called normative theories, look at how we make and should make moral decisions. They consider how a foundation for moral thinking is provided by the consequences of an action (utilitarianism), our intentions (deontological theories) or the development of character (virtue theory).

•  Meta-ethical theories consider the nature and status of ethical language, and question whether the Good is a property of the world or a reflection of our emotions. Moral realism argues that moral truths or facts exist — that when we say ‘good’, for example, we are referring to an objective property that exists in the world. Moral anti-realism argues that moral truths do not exist and that moral judgements are simply based on individual likes and dislikes.

•  Applied ethics considers more specific moral dilemmas and problems. Applied or practical ethics is the area which has the most relevance to our everyday life. One of the main aims of applied ethics is to solve moral dilemmas in a systematic and philosophical way.



Each of these approaches tries to explain what we mean by morality and moral terms such as ‘good’, ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, as well as what moral standards we should adopt as we go about our daily lives.

Important thinkers in religion and ethics

The work of a range of philosophers and other thinkers from across the centuries is introduced within the different sections of this book, some writing from within the Christian tradition and others not. You may make reference to them when discussing particular ideas or themes as follows:


•  Significant concepts in issues or debates in religion and ethics: James Lovelock, Arne Næss, Martin Luther King, Joni Eareckson Tada

•  A study of three ethical theories: Jeremy Bentham, J. S. Mill, J. A. T. Robinson, John Fletcher, Aquinas, Bernard Hoose

•  Application of ethical theories to issues of importance: Augustine, Aquinas, Peter Vardy, Jack Dominian

•  Ethical language: G. E. Moore, A. J. Ayer, Richard Dawkins, R. A. Sharpe

•  Deontology, virtue ethics and the works of scholars: W. D. Ross, Thomas Nagel, Philippa Foot, Alasdair MacIntyre; comparing the writings of Immanuel Kant and Aristotle

•  Medical ethics: beginning and end of life issues: Peter Singer, Jonathan Glover



Areas of religion and ethics for study

This book covers a wide range of ideas and issues and identifies a number of areas of religion and ethics on which questions may be set in the examination.

Significant concepts in issues or debates in religion and ethics

The first topic looks at two contemporary areas of debate that have both ethical and religious dimensions:


•  the relationship between humans and their environment — To what extent is the environment ours to use and what is our duty of care towards it?

•  issues of equality — How can we safeguard the rights of everyone and ensure that no one is discriminated against on the grounds of gender, race or physical ability?



A study of three ethical theories

Much of moral philosophy has been concerned with developing systems of normative ethics in order to provide guidance for what people should do and rules to guide action.

This section considers three such theories:


•  utilitarianism — a secular ethical theory which argues that the morality of an action is based on its consequences and how much pleasure or happiness it creates

•  situation ethics — a liberal Christian theory of ethics which argues that the central concern of ethics should be agape, or selfless love

•  natural law theory — a divine command theory which argues that God creates rational moral laws for us to follow and we can work them out using reason



Application of ethical theories to issues of importance

This section covers two important ethical debates:


•  just war — Can a war ever be just and morally justifiable? Can there be good reasons to start a war? Can there be moral ways to conduct a war and a moral way to act once it is over?

•  sexual ethics — What sexual behaviours can be considered moral or immoral in our liberal society? Do religious approaches still matter or are they outdated?



Ethical language

This section looks at the meaning of ethical terms or meta-ethics and considers:


•  moral realist and anti-realist approaches

•  the relationship between religion and morality — Is a belief in God necessary to be moral? Do contemporary issues concerning religion undermine the connection between religion and morality?



Deontology, virtue ethics and the works of scholars

This section considers two more ethical theories in the context of the work of Immanuel Kant and Aristotle, respectively:


•  deontological ethics — the argument that the morality of an action is based on intentions and motive

•  virtue theory — the argument that to be moral is to develop your character and cultivate the virtues necessary to become a good person



Medical ethics: beginning and end of life issues

This final section considers two key areas of medical ethics:


•  What is the status of the embryo? What are the ethical debates around procedures such as pre-implantation genetic diagnosis (PGD), use of stem cells and cord blood, in vitro fertilisation (IVF), destruction of embryos and abortion?

•  Can assisted dying be considered moral? This involves ethical debates about euthanasia, palliative care, current legal positions and concepts of rights and responsibilities, personhood and human nature, options and choices.
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Exam tip

The specification refers to named scholars in almost all sections and this is reflected in this Student Guide. However, students are not restricted to referring to these thinkers alone and wider reading around the topics is recommended.
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The Anthology

You will need to refer to an anthology of extracts from four works. There will be questions set on these specific texts, but you should also be able to apply the texts to any area of study within the specification. The texts are as follows:


•  Barclay, W. (1971) ‘Situation Ethics’, Chapter 4 in Ethics in a Permissive Society, Collins, pp. 69–91

•  Kant, I. (2002) Second section in Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, Yale University Press, pp. 29–47

•  Aristotle (1980) ‘Moral Virtue’, Book II in The Nicomachean Ethics, Oxford World’s Classics, pp. 23–26

•  Wilcockson, M. (1999) ‘Euthanasia and Doctors’ Ethics’, Chapter 4 in Issues of Life and Death, Hodder Education, pp. 56–69



The full prescribed texts are available online via the Pearson Edexcel website, https://qualifications.pearson.com.
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Exam tip

Use this link to access the Anthology: https://tinyurl.com/yargzcu6
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Significant concepts in issues or debates in religion and ethics

Environmental issues

Environmental ethics is an area of philosophy which considers the moral relationship human beings have with the environment and with other animals. People generally agree that we have certain duties and obligations towards the environment but differ as to what those are — and why. Do human beings have responsibilities towards the environment because humans have a special status? Or do they need to make sure the environment is sustainable in order to keep making use of it? Do non-human living beings have intrinsic worth and value regardless of their utility to humans?

A religious perspective: Christianity

Christianity encourages people to care for and protect the environment. This is broadly, what we mean by environmentalism. Two central concepts support this:


•  stewardship — the idea that God has given humanity the task of looking after the Earth

•  conservation — the idea that humanity should protect natural resources and the environment and maintain them for the future



These concepts are not exclusive to Christianity, but the idea that these responsibilities are God-given arises directly from the Bible.
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Knowledge check 1

What is environmental ethics and why is it important?
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Stewardship versus dominion

The Book of Genesis describes how human beings are created as the pinnacle of creation. The animals are brought to Adam to be named and this is significant because, in Hebrew thinking, the act of naming gives power over what is named. Genesis says that humans are given ‘dominion’ over all other species. Humans alone are made in God’s image and so they alone represent God on Earth.
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Key quotation

Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.’

Genesis 1:26
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Note on quotations

All quotations from the Bible in this book are from the English Standard Version.
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Many Christians believe that humans were created by God in order to care for the rest of creation; this is stewardship. Humans have a responsibility to look after God’s creation, because they alone have been made in God’s image.

However, Christians disagree about the meaning of the word ‘dominion’. Some think it means stewardship; others take it to mean ‘power over’, which has important ethical implications.

The notion of science during the Renaissance and the Enlightenment was very much a philosophy of domination: science and technology could bring benefits to society as a whole. Francis Bacon (1561–1626), for example, argued that nature was a slave and that the purpose of science was to control it.

More modern readings argue that the role God has given human beings is that of carers or stewards. Richard Bauckham (b.1946), a leading biblical scholar and theologian, argues that the opening chapters of Genesis support this view. At every stage of the creation process, God sees that what he has created is good, and when he finishes he sees that the whole of creation is good. That implies that what he has created has value, a value that goes beyond being a means to an end for human consumption. Dominion means responsible stewardship.

There is a strong tradition of love and care for the environment among some of the Christian saints and teachers. St John Chrysostom (347–407) and St Francis of Assisi (1181–1226) both taught that man must love and protect the whole of creation.

St Francis is often portrayed with animals — with birds sitting on his shoulder, pacifying a wolf that had been killing shepherds in a village, preaching to animals. For St Francis, nature was God’s creation so being close to creation meant being close to the creator. St Francis’s attitude to the world was Christocentric (Christ-centred): since Jesus was God incarnate, Francis took God’s appearance within nature as a sign that humans should care for nature as a whole.
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Key quotation

The Saints are exceedingly loving and gentle to mankind, and even to brute beasts … surely we ought to show them great kindness and gentleness for many reasons, but, above all, because they are of the same origin as ourselves.

St John Chrysostom
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Key quotation

If you have men who will exclude any of God’s creatures from the shelter of compassion and pity, you will have men who will deal likewise with their fellow men.

St Francis of Assisi
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In his Homilies, St John Chrysostom expressed a sense of love, compassion and respect for all of God’s creation: for people, for animals and for the environment.

Modern ethical implications of stewardship

While the Bible is in one sense a historical text, its message still has relevance to human beings today. Stewardship has become an important concept in Christian environmental ethics:


•  Evangelical churches often strongly support the view that Christians must care for the environment. The Evangelical Environmental Network refers to ‘creation-care’, that is, preventing activities that harm God’s creation and helping human beings become better stewards.

•  The Church of England states that God has entrusted the world to humankind and therefore we are responsible for it; we are the Earth’s curators and trustees. Stewardship is about caring management, not selfish exploitation.

•  The Catholic Church’s position starts with an understanding of human beings in relation to God. Human beings are created in the image of God; that implies that humankind has a similar role to play. Just as God maintains the universe, the role of humankind is to maintain God’s creation, which means to be responsible for it and take care of it.



Conservation

Although by no means a solely Christian movement, conservationism is an approach to the environment that many Christians take because of the central idea of stewardship. Conservation refers to the protection of natural resources and the environment from the dangers of climate change and human activities like deforestation, over-fishing and industry with polluting effects. It encompasses the ethics of how to allocate, protect and use resources (including other species) responsibly and regulate human use of oceans, forests and so on.

Conserving the environment is necessary to protect future generations of animals but also future generations of humanity. The concept of conservation is thus tightly linked to Christian arguments for stewardship.

Challenges to the Christian approach

In a lecture given in 1967, later published in Science, the professor of medieval history Lynn Townsend White (1907–87) argued controversially that Christianity was to blame for the environmental crisis we are facing today. In his article, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’, he argues that the Bible asserts man’s dominion over nature and establishes an anthropocentric world-view that sees other life forms as subservient to humanity. Furthermore, the distinction between man as made in God’s image and the rest of creation implies that other creatures are soulless and therefore inferior.
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Key quotation

Man named all the animals, thus establishing his dominance over them. God planned all of this explicitly for man’s benefit and rule: no item in the physical creation had any purpose save to serve man’s purposes. And, although man’s body is made of clay, he is not simply part of nature: he is made in God’s image.

Lynn Townsend White
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Knowledge check 2

What is the difference between dominion and stewardship?
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For White, Christianity is ultimately responsible for climate change, global warming, deforestation and so on because it fundamentally supports the exploitation of the natural world for man’s benefit.

White doesn’t suggest that a secular approach is necessarily better, rather that Christian guilt over the destruction of the environment should push Christians to change their world-view and adapt religious views to the current crisis. Religion still has a role to play as it helps us understand our place in the world and our role in sustaining it. Christianity and ecology are compatible.

Not all denominations support environmentalism

Not all Christian denominations support environmentalism. Early Christians placed eschatological beliefs before any other considerations. These Christians believed that our existence on Earth was only temporary and that the end of the world would lead to resurrection.

Some evangelical Christians argue that our real life starts in heaven and that since the old Earth will be replaced by a new one, there is no purpose to protection and conservation. Some go as far as saying that the current environmental crisis is a sign of the end and that Earth will soon be destroyed. Mass deaths of animals are considered by such groups as eschatological signs — signs of the end of the world.

Some groups argue that the Earth is temporary and can therefore be used for profitable purposes. Others, however, argue for transformation rather than destruction. The Earth will be transformed and renewed, and that is why we have a duty of care.
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Key quotation

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more.

Revelation 21:1
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The Cornwall Alliance

Ronald Nash (1936–2006) and the Cornwall Alliance have been prominent critics of environmentalism, which they call the Green Dragon. They are very critical of the ideological link between some evangelical churches and supposedly ‘extremist’ environmental groups such as Greenpeace and Earth First.

The Cornwall Alliance understands stewardship as a God-given duty to be responsible for the natural world but disagrees with the social movement that is environmentalism and its argument that we have a duty to protect entire species and ecosystems. It is critical of environmentalist policies to fight global warming which, in its view, waste money and prevent poor countries from using the fossil fuels they need to rise out of poverty, and so effectively perpetuate the cycle of hunger, disease and death. Political leaders should implement policies which defend the rights and liberties of individuals and make energy more affordable.

The Cornwall Alliance is particularly critical of what it regards as radical environmentalism — the argument that all living beings have intrinsic value. It blames the influence of deep ecology on Christian environmentalism: the view that nature is created by God and human beings have a moral duty to be good stewards. Nature is not God. The view that God is everywhere in nature is a form of pantheism, which for Nash is fundamentally anti-Christian. He is also critical of pantheist tendencies to see human beings as having no more value than any other living creature, which is the deep ecology argument. The alliance argues for a stewardship of creation which is not radical and which is apolitical.

Secular approaches to environmental ethics

Deep ecology

Deep ecology, advocated by Arne Næss in particular, is a secular position that claims to be supported by both science and philosophy. Although it is a secular movement, it has a strong spiritual element.
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Key thinker

Arne Næss (1912–2009)

Arne Næss was a Norwegian philosopher and mountaineer who founded the deep ecology movement, inspired by Rachel Carson’s 1962 book Silent Spring. He argued that all life has value, not just human life, and that the natural world has inherent worth, independent of its usefulness to humans. He promoted non-violent Gandhian direct action as a central tenet of the movement.
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Næss argued that nature has intrinsic value regardless of its utility to human beings and was critical of Christian anthropocentrism. All living beings should be able to flourish and evolve naturally. Environmentalism should not just be about conservation and sustainability but about a consideration of the worth of nature and ecosystems. Human beings have a moral obligation to protect the environment.

The spiritual element of deep ecology comes from Næss’s personal connection with nature. He saw nature as sacred and felt the need to live in harmony with it. He argued that we need to:


•  radically reduce Earth’s population

•  abandon all goals of economic growth

•  conserve diversity of species

•  live in small, self-reliant communities

•  minimise our impact on the environment



Næss called this ‘ecosophy’. Our approach to the environment must move away from an anthropocentric ideology towards a more holistic (meaning ‘whole’) approach which values the intrinsic worth of nature and the environment. Shallow ecology (which encompasses recycling, sustainability and conservation programmes) is necessary but is not sufficient.

Deep ecology has its critics. The Cornwall Alliance argues that it leads to pantheism. The American philosopher Anthony Weston (b.1954) argues that the main focus of environmentalism should be technological solutions and ecological change. He is very critical of deep ecology’s focus on universal principle and instead thinks institutions and practices need to change from the bottom up.

Shallow ecology

Shallow ecology is a theory of environmental ethics which mostly focuses on conservation. It values the environment but doesn’t give it intrinsic worth as the deep ecology movement does


•  Biodiversity needs to be sustained because plants can provide essential medicines.

•  The rainforest should be preserved on the basis of its utility as the Earth’s lungs.

•  We should aim to prevent the extinction of species, but only if it is of value to human beings.
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The Gaia hypothesis and eco-holism
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•  the biosphere (ecological systems)

•  the atmosphere (the layer of gases surrounding Earth)

•  the hydrosphere (the liquid component of Earth)

•  the lithosphere (the outer section of Earth and its crust)





[image: ]




[image: ]





Animal welfare and protection




•  Humans in the world are starving.

•  Humans are more important than animals.

•  Humans are objects of moral concern whereas animals are not part of the moral community.

•  There are no situations in which the death of a human is less important than the death of an animal.



Peter Singer on animal welfare
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Some Christian views
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•  Environmental ethics refer to the moral and/or religious duties human beings have towards the environment.

•  The Christian argument of stewardship states that we have a duty of care towards the natural world, a responsibility given to us by God.

•  The Christian argument that humans have dominion over the Earth implies that the environment has no intrinsic value other than as a resource for humanity.

•  The Cornwall Alliance argues for stewardship but is against environmentalism.

•  Not all churches support stewardship because of eschatological considerations.

•  The secular approach of deep ecology views nature as having intrinsic value and rejects an anthropocentric view of the environment. All living beings on Earth have a right to live.

•  The secular approach of shallow ecology is anthropocentric: the natural world has no intrinsic value but must be conserved to give human beings a sustainable future.

•  Eco-holism based on Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis argues that the Earth is a holistic biosphere in which every entity is interdependent and in which the human race is of no particular significance in the long run.

•  While Christians argue that we have dominion over animals or that we have a duty of care as stewardship, both views assume that human beings have more value than animals. Human beings are created in the image of God, animals are not.

•  Peter Singer is very critical of this speciesist view and argues instead for the moral rights of every single species.
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Equality
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Christianity and gender equality



What does the Bible say?


•  In Genesis, God creates Eve by taking one of Adam’s ribs. She is his companion and they have to take care of the Garden of Eden together. But it is Eve who gives in to temptation. God punishes her and states that her husband will rule over her.

•  The stories in the Bible reveal a patriarchal society. Men could divorce their wives, but women could not divorce their husbands. Women were seen as unclean while they were menstruating or after the birth of a child. God is referred to as ‘He’, as God the Father and so on. Jesus has no female disciples. Mary, the mother of Jesus, and Mary Magdalene, a prostitute who redeemed herself and became his follower, had important but essentially domestic and supportive roles.

•  St Paul is often seen as a misogynistic figure. Paul’s writings have influenced the growth and development of the Christian Church since the first century. Some passages from his Epistles seem to support the view that women are subordinate and inferior to men.
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Modern Christian attitudes



Attitudes to women priests



Secular attitudes to gender equality


J. S. Mill on women




[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]



Elizabeth Cady Stanton
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Christianity and racism



•  direct racism — where someone is treated differently, less favourably, or not given the same opportunities as others because of their ethnicity or skin colour

•  indirect racism — where certain practices, policies or rules disadvantage a particular community or section of society, for example the banning of headscarves

•  institutional racism — racism present within social institutions, such as governmental organisations, police forces or the army




Is the Bible racist?
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Church responses to racism




Martin Luther King
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Secular responses to racism



Christianity and disability
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•  In Luke 8:43–8 a woman in a crowd touches Jesus’s cloak and falls at his feet; she has been bleeding for 12 years and he instantly heals her, telling her that it is her faith that has healed her.

•  In Luke 5:11–13 Jesus cures a man with leprosy by touching him. Leprosy was then believed to be a very contagious and dangerous disease, and sufferers were considered untouchable.




Joni Eareckson Tada
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Roman Catholicism and disability



Secular approaches to disability
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•  In the context of ethics, equality means that people are equal: no one has more rights than anyone else and no one should be discriminated against (directly or indirectly), victimised or harassed.

•  In the UK, legislation on gender equality, racial equality, disability rights and so on now falls under the Equality Act 2010.

•  Secular approaches focus on making sure that everyone has opportunities and that no one is discriminated against. This stems from liberal principles which place value on human rights and essential freedoms.

•  Christian thinking is more complex because certain passages of the Bible suggest that we are not all equal. However, Christianity promotes a message of love and acceptance and Jesus’s preaching reinforces this viewpoint.

•  The Christian churches have become more liberal in their understanding of the role of women and, thanks in part to campaigners like Joni Eareckson Tada, increasingly value disabled people as full members of the religious community rather than as members needing support.

•  Similarly, churches have worked hard to get rid of racist views within their ranks, especially since the civil rights movements and the actions of Martin Luther King.
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A study of three ethical theories

Utilitarianism


Bentham’s classical utilitarianism
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The principle of utility
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The hedonic calculus



1  Intensity — how intense is the pleasure/pain?

2  Duration — how long will the effect last?

3  Certainty/uncertainty — how certain can we be of the outcome of the action?

4  Propinquity/remoteness — is it an action that will affect me or others soon or later in time?

5  Fecundity — will that pleasure/pain produce other pleasures/pains?

6  Purity — how likely is it that the pleasure/pain won’t be followed by a sensation of the opposite kind (i.e. pain/pleasure)?

7  Extent — the number of people affected by the act.
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Strengths and weaknesses of act utilitarianism

Strengths



•  Utilitarianism is intuitive in that we naturally consider what we want to be a good thing.

•  Utilitarianism can give clear answers to some moral problems (but not others).

•  It is hard to ignore consequences. Actions do have effects and we should take some account of them.

•  Rather than giving a blanket rule, utilitarianism puts us in a position to take circumstances into account.

•  It is a secular philosophy (i.e. one unconnected with religion), which some see as a strength. Morality is created by human beings for human beings.

•  It allows for the fact that different societies and cultures may have different moral codes.



Weaknesses



•  It does not consider the quality of the pleasures and pains. Bentham argued that pushpin (a popular pub game at the time) was as good as poetry and should be treated equally on the hedonic calculus.

•  It is hard to use in practice. Can we really decide on the remoteness, intensity, purity and so on of an action and how it will affect other people?

•  Is there any single experience called ‘pleasure’ that we can measure? When we think of the word ‘pleasure’, do we mean one singular sensation or several sensations?





•  It is not really possible to consider all the consequences of an action. We might be able to do this for a minor action that involves only one or two people, but an action that involves more people or a more serious moral situation could produce unforeseen consequences that we simply can’t calculate with the information available to us.

•  Act A and act B might both result in the same amount of happiness, but act A involves telling a lie and act B does not. For an act utilitarian there is nothing to choose between these two acts, but surely we would argue that it is better not to tell a lie than to tell one?

•  Bentham’s theory runs into trouble when it condones actions which are generally held to be morally inexcusable. For example, a group of prison guards are torturing a prisoner. If the guards’ pleasure outweighs the prisoner’s pain then, according to the hedonic calculus, their action is justified.

•  Basing moral decisions on the principle of utility could lead to injustice and the denial of individual rights. For example, a serial killer is on the loose and the town is paralysed with fear. The townsfolk are filling the streets demanding that something be done. The police have no idea who the killer is so they pick a former convict, who, although innocent of this crime, has committed crimes in the past. They put him on trial and convict him. The townsfolk are relieved and go home. It seems unjust to most people that an innocent man should be arrested, tried and convicted solely on the basis that the majority of people will be pleased by his arrest.

•  Finally, most of us agree that we have special responsibilities to particular people. However, if you saw two people drowning, one your father and the other a renowned cancer specialist, utilitarianism would suggest that you should save the doctor.




Mill’s utilitarianism
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Higher and lower pleasures




A moral framework


Strengths and weaknesses of rule utilitarianism

Strengths


•  Rule utilitarianism avoids the need to use the hedonic calculus and the need to make complex calculations in order to make a moral decision. The rule utilitarian can simply appeal to a rule, such as ‘Do not steal’. Rule utilitarians only ask that, when we create the rules, we promote those rules that result in the greatest good for the greatest number. We can select, revise and replace these rules on the basis of their utility and in this way the principle of utility remains the ultimate standard.

•  Rule utilitarianism respects people’s liberties and rights. Mill argued that utilitarianism is compatible with classical liberal principles in that the happiest or most flourishing society would be one where people are allowed to do what they want and pursue their own interests without interference, as long as they don’t harm others. Mill called this the ‘harm principle’.

•  Act utilitarianism can, in certain circumstances, justify immoral actions. Rule utilitarianism avoids this in two ways. First, it focuses on general rules rather than individual actions. Act utilitarianism may justify individual acts of stealing, for example, but rule utilitarianism would have a blanket rule against stealing because prohibiting stealing has positive consequences for the whole of society. Second, rule utilitarianism argues for quality rather than quantity. The pleasure prison guards gain from torturing a prisoner can never equal the pleasure of setting up a fair-trade business.
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Weaknesses


•  Higher and lower pleasures are hard to define and hard to separate. Is listening to rap music less of a higher pleasure than listening to classical music? Is eating an elaborate meal less good than reading commercial romantic fiction?

•  Who is a ‘competent judge’? Mill argues that they are people experienced in both pleasures who can justify why some pleasures are higher. By this definition, Mill’s judges are educated people. Mill’s theory is arguably elitist. People who are poorly educated and living in poverty may not have had the opportunity to experience what Mill characterises as ‘higher’ pleasures.

•  There is a possible contradiction between the consequentialist element of rule utilitarianism and its focus on following rules. Once a rule has been decided based on utility, do we abide by the rule because it is the rule or do we have in mind the fact that stealing has negative consequences? If we follow the rule because it is the rule, then arguably rule utilitarianism is not utilitarianism at all because it has become a matter of duty or intention rather than consequence. If we don’t steal because of the consequences, then the rule itself becomes unnecessary.

•  What happens if I want to break the rule because breaking the rule has more utility than obeying the rule? For example, there is a clear rule against killing, but I may have to kill in self-defence. In that case I break the rule because it leads to greater happiness. If there are exceptions to a rule, is there really a rule at all?



The experience machine




•  We want actually to do things and not just have the experience of doing them.

•  We want to be a certain sort of person, not ‘a blob’ floating in a tank.

•  Plugging into the machine limits us to a man-made reality and limits the reality that we can make.





Preference utilitarianism




Strengths and weaknesses of preference utilitarianism

Strengths


•  Preference utilitarianism doesn’t attempt to calculate pleasure or happiness. Instead it asks people what they prefer and what they think is in their best interests.

•  I know best what my preferences and interests are. Under the principle of utility, I may have to give up my preferences for the sake of the majority. This is a problem preference utilitarianism avoids.

•  It allows people to speak up for themselves and defend their rights. It starts with the individual rather than with society.

•  It acknowledges that not all situations are identical. People’s preferences and interests may change depending on the situation.



Weaknesses


•  What if a community had a preference for perversion or cruelty? As long as the preferences of those involved are being satisfied, it would seem that preference utilitarianism can justify morally questionable acts.

•  Preference utilitarianism still does not solve the problem of how we decide what the consequences of the action might be and it cannot take into account all the consequences of an action.

•  The preferences of the many may outweigh the preference of the one. If a woman wishes to have an abortion but all her friends and family are against it, what happens?

•  What if someone is not in a position to express their preference, for example a baby or someone with dementia?

•  Do I choose what I prefer now or what I would prefer in the long run if I knew all the facts? I may prefer now to smoke and take no exercise, but this is hardly in my long-term interest.

•  Preference utilitarianism is incompatible with religious approaches to ethics. Religious believers may view suffering and unhappiness as meaningful because they are a test from God and so has greater moral value than human preferences. Joni Eareckson Tada has stated that soon after her accident she would have preferred to die, but with time found meaning in her hardship as it brought her closer to God.



Negative utilitarianism



Ideal utilitarianism
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•  Utilitarianism is a consequentialist theory of ethics.

•  Act utilitarianism is a form of hedonistic utilitarianism because it promotes pleasure/happiness as the greatest good. It weighs the effects of an action on the principle of utility: whether it brings about the greatest good for the greatest number.

•  Jeremy Bentham devised the hedonic calculus as a way of calculating what action should be taken in any given situation.

•  Rule utilitarianism, proposed by J. S. Mill, shares with act utilitarianism the hedonistic view that human nature is about self-interest and that we naturally seek pleasure and avoid pain. Like act utilitarianism, it is based on the principle of utility. However, rule utilitarianism rejects the hedonic calculus and the focus on individual actions in favour of general rules of behaviour, chosen on the basis of their utility.

•  The rule utilitarian’s assessment of pleasure is qualitative rather than quantitative. It also makes a distinction between higher and lower pleasures. The framework of rules and the distinction between higher and lower pleasures allow rule utilitarianism to overcome a key weakness of act utilitarianism: that it can be used to justify actions that most people would judge immoral.

•  Modern forms of utilitarianism reject the hedonistic element. Preference utilitarianism argues that morality should be about maximising the preferences and interests of the greatest number of people. Negative utilitarianism argues that we should aim to minimise pain and suffering first rather than seek happiness. Ideal utilitarianism argues that morality should be about considering the consequences of actions with reference to what has intrinsic value, such as friendship and beauty.



[image: ]



Situation ethics




Social, political and cultural influences
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J. A. T. Robinson’s situationism
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Agape
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Fletcher’s situationism
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Situationism, legalism and antinomianism





Love and justice
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Principles of situation ethics


Four working presuppositions



•  Pragmatism — an action must work in practice.

•  Relativism — there are no fixed rules; the only principle is agape.

•  Positivism — making a decision is about wanting to do the right thing, not obeying a command or using reason.

•  Personalism — human beings are more important than rules.



Six fundamental principles



•  Agape love is the absolute norm, the main point of reference in moral decision-making.

•  Love overrides all other laws.

•  Justice is part of love, so it is moral to break laws if they serve love.

•  Love has no favourite; it is selfless and doesn’t give preferential treatment.

•  Love is the end, not a means to an end, for example money or power.

•  The loving thing to do is relative to the situation.



Case studies



•  The defence agency asks a young woman to work undercover and ‘involve’ a married man working for a rival power. They argue that her self-sacrifice is no different to her brother risking his life fighting in Korea. How can she balance patriotic duty with her own ideal of sexual integrity?

•  A married German woman with three children is told that she can only be released from a Soviet POW camp if she is pregnant. She asks a camp guard to make her pregnant. Her family welcome her and the baby home, but is it moral to christen the baby?

•  A terminally ill man with six months to live could opt for treatment that might keep him alive for three years. However, his life insurance policy expires the following October. If he accepts the treatment and lives past October, his family will be left in dire straits when he eventually dies. Should he accept the treatment?

•  Could the ending of the Second World War justify the killing and injuring of hundreds of thousands of innocent people by dropping nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki?
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Strengths of situation ethics


•  Situation ethics is a strong theory: it combines the positives of deontological thinking in that there is an overarching principle to follow — agape love — with consequentialist thinking. It is simple, effective, pragmatic and practical. It avoids justifying what we would consider immoral actions, something utilitarianism struggles with, and it is flexible. Killing, for example, may be morally permissible in one case but not in another.

•  It gives us moral responsibility. With divine command ethics, we have to follow and obey God; here, we are moral agents in charge of our moral decisions.

•  It is consistent with the overall message of the New Testament but at the same time is compatible with a secular, more liberal way of thinking about ethics. It provides a way for people to make decisions about issues not addressed in the Bible, such as birth control and genetic engineering.



Weaknesses of situation ethics: William Barclay
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Public and private morality
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Is situation ethics compatible with religion?
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•  Drawing on the New Testament, the Christian scholar J. A. T. Robinson argued for a liberalisation of ethics based on the principle of agape, or selfless, unconditional love.

•  Situation ethics rejects both legalism, which implies a set of absolute inflexible rules, and antinomianism, which means complete freedom of choice, in favour of a flexible system of thought with one aim: to promote the rule of agape, or unconditional love. In situation ethics, right and wrong depend on the situation. There are no universal moral rules or rights.

•  Joseph Fletcher formulated principles and presuppositions to demonstrate that morality can be both universal and practical.

•  The theory has been criticised on the basis that it betrays Christian ethical principles and can at times justify immoral actions.

•  William Barclay is very critical of situation ethics as giving human beings too much freedom so that we end up not knowing what to do. This freedom may also justify immoral actions. Even if carried out with good intentions, actions like adultery go against Christian moral principles and can threaten the stability of society.

•  Situation ethics could now be considered outdated: it is deeply rooted in 1960s’ new liberal thinking, when its main function was to show that it was possible to be a committed Christian in a secular liberal world.
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Natural moral law


The Christian ethical view




•  It advocates absolute moral rules, which allow no exceptions: this is because they are God-given and to allow for exceptions would imply that the commands are not perfect.

•  It is legalist in that it gives us a clear moral code to follow, similar to rules of law.




The origins of natural law
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Aquinas’s natural law theory
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•  revelation — how God reveals himself in the Bible

•  natural theology — the study of God from a philosophical, rational point of view







•  An efficient cause is the agent of change which brings about its effect — in other words, what we would normally term ‘the cause’.

•  The final cause is the goal or purpose towards which a thing is oriented. For Aristotle, everything has a final ‘good’, which is achieved by fulfilling the purpose for which it was designed — its final cause.
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Primary and secondary precepts






•  preservation of life

•  reproduction/procreation

•  education

•  an ordered society

•  worship of God
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Exterior and interior acts



•  An interior act is the intention behind the action.

•  An exterior act is the actual act that is performed.




Real and apparent goods



The cardinal virtues



•  prudence — judging correctly whether a given course of action is right or wrong

•  temperance — restraining our desires or passions (not overindulging in food, for example) but not denying ourselves either

•  fortitude — having courage and, while not seeking danger unnecessarily, standing up to one’s fears

•  justice — connected with the idea of rights, giving everyone their due







[image: ]




[image: ]



The doctrine of double effect and casuistry
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Strengths and weaknesses of natural law theory

Strengths


•  Natural law is a universal theory of ethics: it can be applied to any circumstance and it gives us clear guidelines that are universally applicable. It can unite cultures and religious traditions because we can all work out moral precepts through the use of reason. The values that Aquinas focuses on, such as education and preserving the species, are (with a few exceptions) universal. Aquinas wants to unite faith and reason and he sees religious teachings as fundamentally rational because they are derived from an understanding of God’s true nature. However, natural law theory doesn’t presuppose a belief in God: we work out what is moral using reason and through looking at the world, so in that sense it is objective.

•  Aquinas’ natural law takes into account that human beings have a purpose and a function in the universe. Although natural law is deontological in that it focuses on intentions and motives (as we saw with the real and apparent good), there is also a teleological element in that it looks at the goal of human life. That goal is not hedonistic, as with utilitarianism, but looks more at the fact that we want to flourish, find value in our lives and get closer to truth.

•  Natural law focuses on the moral character of the agent rather than just on the action itself, as utilitarians do. Through using reason and following the precepts, a person can become virtuous. The theory gives autonomy to the individual: it allows them, using reason, to work out for themselves what is objectively right and true rather than relying on religious authority, scripture or tradition.

•  Natural law allows societies to be more harmonious and cohesive through helping individual humans to achieve health, happiness, friendship and so on. It is also more flexible than it appears: it allows for secondary precepts to vary according to culture, as they are the practical working out of the universal primary precepts.



Weaknesses


•  Natural law may be too simplistic in overlooking other possible traits and motivations, for example emotions and feelings, involved in making moral decisions.

•  Although natural law is based on reason and in theory doesn’t require a belief in God, it relies on a God-given purpose so only really makes sense to someone who believes in God as an intelligent designer who has put purpose and order in the world.

•  Like utilitarianism, the theory can lead to outcomes which some might see as immoral. For example, the spread of HIV in Africa was in part due to the lack of availability of barrier contraception.

•  The doctrine of double effect is more consequentialist than deontological: it looks as though we can justify terrible things if the consequences are positive.

•  Natural law can lead to a conflict of duties: I have a duty not to lie, but what if the only way to save my friend is to lie?

•  Arguably natural law enforces traditional views that are out of touch with twenty-first-century society. This leads to homophobia, transphobia and intolerance of other cultures and ways of life.




Hoose and proportionalism
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•  Natural law theory is particularly associated with Aristotle and Aquinas. Aquinas argues that human nature is defined by reason and freedom: it is our ability to reason and to make our own free choices that sets us apart from other animals. Through reason we can discover what our purpose is and how to live morally and so achieve closeness to God.

•  Aquinas argues that the universe obeys rational laws and that certain moral frameworks exist and form the basis of our moral codes: these are the primary precepts. Secondary precepts are absolute rules derived from the primary precepts and we must follow these in order to be moral. Good actions are based on the primary and secondary precepts, and are done with the correct intention (the interior act) in order to achieve a real rather than apparent good.

•  Natural law can appear inflexible and fundamentally religious, which calls into question its universality and the possibility of its application in a more secular age.

•  Bernard Hoose’s proportionalism argues that natural law is a guideline for behaviour rather than a set of absolute rules.



[image: ]



Application of ethical theories to issues of importance

War and peace



•  a conflict between two or more states in which war is declared by the sovereign authority

•  a civil war between citizens of the same country

•  guerrilla warfare, in which armed civilians or paramilitary personnel use tactics such as sabotage or ambush to fight a bigger military force




The Christian view of war
















•  the notion of just war: the argument that, in certain situations, war can be just or moral

•  pacifism: in its absolute form, the argument that war is never justified, regardless of the circumstances



The just war theory
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•  jus ad bellum — just cause for war

•  jus in bello — just conduct in war





•  jus post bellum — the right conduct after the war
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Jus ad bellum



•  Just cause — a war can only be waged for a good reason, for example to protect a country’s citizens and its land or to prevent attack.

•  Last resort — war should be considered only after all other avenues have been explored.

•  Legitimate authority — the decision to go to war must be made by a legitimate authority, such as an elected government.

•  Right intention — why do we want to go to war? To conquer or to achieve peace? For Augustine the only right intention is to seek the good and to overcome evil.





•  Probability of success — for a war to be just, the chances of it achieving its aims must be significant.



Just cause


Last resort


Legitimate authority


Right intention


Probability of success



[image: ]



[image: ]



Jus in bello


Discrimination
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Proportionality



Responsibility



Ethical theories and jus in bello






[image: ]



[image: ]



Jus post bellum



Evaluating just war theory




Pacifism


Christianity and pacifism
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•  Mennonites, a church which grew out of the Protestant Reformation in the early 1500s, refuse to take part in any military action on the grounds that Jesus states we should love our enemies.

•  The Quakers, or the Religious Society of Friends, a Christian movement founded in 1650, are devoted to peaceful principles, which implies a rejection of any form of violence.





Absolute vs relative pacifism
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Active vs selective pacifism
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Nuclear pacifism
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Arguments against pacifism
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•  Augustine and Aquinas argue that some wars can be just if they meet certain criteria.

•  Jus ad bellum refers to what justifies a war: it must have a rightful cause, be decided based on the correct intention, be declared by a rightful authority and be the last resort. It must also have a reasonable chance of success.

•  There must also be rightful conduct in war — jus in bello. War must discriminate between combatants and non-combatants, be proportionate and be responsible in its methods.

•  Modern theorists have also considered the conduct of states after war and the moral responsibilities the winning side has towards the state or people it has fought against.

•  Absolute pacifists claim that no war can ever be just because war goes against the basic principle that all lives have value.

•  Relative and selective pacifists disagree with the principles of war and argue that no war can really be just. However, they accept that, in some situations, war is unavoidable and the lesser of two evils. Many saw the rise of Hitler as just such a situation.
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Sexual ethics


Peter Vardy: The Puzzle of Sex



•  Under-age sex is considered morally wrong in the UK and the legal age of consent is set at 16; outside the UK, however, this age varies between 13 and 18. Indeed, in some countries, a girl can get married as soon as she reaches puberty, which could be as early as 10. While adultery is considered morally wrong but not a crime in the Western world, it is a crime in some nations. Similarly, pre-marital sex and homosexuality are crimes in some nations but not in the Western world. What this shows is that attitudes to sex and sexuality are not absolute: it is difficult clearly to determine what is moral or not in relation to sex.

•  Vardy is concerned with liberal attitudes to sex whereby any act has become acceptable within the boundaries of consent. He argues that sex has become a commodity legitimised by science and encouraged by mass media. The purpose of sex has become enjoyment rather than divine union: its status as an act of love, even a sacred act for some, has been lost. Vardy also makes a link between liberal, tolerant attitudes to sex, which for him includes pornography and internet sex, and the declining rate of marriage and increase in divorce.




[image: ]




[image: ]





•  Should religion concern itself with sexual choices?

•  Have modern lifestyles and choices meant that religions have had to adapt themselves to new approaches to sexuality?



Christian approaches to sexual ethics

Biblical teachings on sex
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•  Sexual involvement with non-Israelites was forbidden, as it would lead away from God — shown by the story of Solomon and his 700 wives and 300 concubines (1 Kings 11:1–13).

•  Adultery was regarded as theft and so punishable by stoning.

•  Women should be virgins on marriage, so that the man could be certain that any children were his own.




[image: ]




[image: ]













[image: ]




[image: ]



Church teachings on sex




•  sex for procreation within heterosexual marriage — broadly the Roman Catholic view

•  sex within marriage, but not necessarily for procreation — broadly the evangelical Christian view

•  sex as an expression of a loving, committed relationship — broadly the liberal Christian view



Roman Catholicism
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Homosexuality




•  Passages from the Bible condemn homosexuality. St Paul describes people engaging in same-sex sexual acts as ‘dishonouring their bodies’; this statement is often cited to justify condemnation of gay relationships.

•  Natural law theory argues that the purpose of a sexual relationship is procreation. Any union that cannot physically lead to reproduction is therefore considered immoral.
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Contraception and infertility






•  If donor eggs or sperm are used, it goes against the unity and integrity of marriage, which is a divine union (sacramentum).

•  IVF procedures involve the selection of viable embryos which means some embryos are discarded, which equates to killing a human life.
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Jack Dominian’s critique of Roman Catholicism



[image: ]




[image: ]






•  Marriage reflects God’s love but should be a place where partners find love, understanding, kinship and forgiveness. This is also the best place to raise children.

•  Couples should be able to access pre-marital counselling; churches have a duty to prepare couples for marriage as well as offering counselling when problems arise.

•  The Roman Catholic Church is too hierarchical and similar to the relationship between parent and child. Dominian questions its teachings on a range of ethical issues, including sex before marriage, contraception, homosexuality and masturbation. Human beings are rational enough to choose the most moral thing to do according to their individual circumstances.
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Protestantism



Liberal Protestantism






•  The quality of a relationship is what determines its moral value. Lifelong homosexual relationships are acceptable. Liberal Protestants dispute the interpretation of certain biblical passages and draw on the teaching that all are made ‘in the image and likeness of God’. God created homosexual men and women, so they must be good.

•  Divorce is morally acceptable in cases of irreversible marriage breakdown or adultery. Remarriage is permissible. What matters first is agape, reflecting the situation ethics of Robinson and Fletcher.

•  With regard to pre-marital sex and cohabitation, the key is once again love, justice and consent.

•  Almost all non-Catholic Christians believe that any form of contraception should be allowed as long as it is used to limit the size of the family and not to stop having children altogether. A smaller family is better for women’s health and allows for a better standard of living. Sex is for enjoyment and to strengthen a marriage as well as for procreation. It is better to combat HIV by using condoms than to expect everyone to follow Christian rules about sex and marriage.

•  IVF and artificial insemination are morally acceptable because such techniques can bring happiness to people who otherwise would not be able to have children. If life comes from God, anything that creates new life must be good. In terms of situation ethics, the most loving action is to offer medical help and to use the God-given gifts of healing.



Is Liberal Protestantism truly a religious view?



•  On the one hand, Liberal Protestantism refers to key biblical teachings on love and justice and sees the teachings of Jesus as a message of acceptance rather than condemnation.

•  On the other hand, as Roman Catholicism argues, it ignores key religious moral laws clearly stated in the Bible. On this view, Liberal Protestantism is too relativistic and justifies what many would regard as immoral.



Evangelical Protestantism




•  Salvation comes about as the result of God’s grace through Christ rather than through human action.

•  The scriptures are the only source of authority and inspiration; believers take a literal approach to biblical arguments.

•  There is emphasis on the conversion experience, typically referred to as being ‘born again’ or experiencing a ‘new birth’.

•  Mission work is an important responsibility for believers.



Marriage and extra-marital sex



Homosexuality
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Fertility
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A middle ground?


Libertarian approaches
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•  Devlin opposed the principle on which the report was based, that there should be an area of private morality which was none of the law’s business.

•  Hart defended the report using Mill’s arguments from On Liberty: that the law’s function is to preserve public order and decency and to protect against the exploitation and corruption of others, but not to intervene in the private lives of citizens or to enforce a pattern of behaviour.



Feminist perspectives
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•  Overall, Christian approaches to sex are based on the view that the primary purpose of sex is procreation.

•  Roman Catholicism considers any sexual relationship outside marriage as immoral on the basis of natural law. Marriage is a sacred union, and anything that goes against this is immoral; this includes artificial fertility procedures like IVF.

•  However, the Catholic theologian Jack Dominian argues that sex is a personal expression of love — we should be able to choose freely who we love. That means homosexual relationships should be allowed, as well as divorce.

•  The Evangelical Protestant position is similar to that of Catholicism in that both believe that homosexuals should be welcomed into the Church but that homosexuals should not act on their desires. However, some Evangelical churches advocate controversial conversion therapy, which can be damaging. Most Evangelical churches allow for fertility treatment.

•  For Liberal Protestants, the quality of a relationship determines its moral value so homosexuality, cohabitation and sexual relations outside marriage are acceptable within the context of a loving relationship. Love is central to human relationships and sex is an expression of that love.

•  Secular liberal approaches are based on the principle of consent and the prevention of harm. Sexual choices are a private matter. However, some feminists argue that liberal approaches still accept male dominance.
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Ethical language

Meta-ethics




•  Cognitivism — moral truths exist independently of our mind. Moral judgements can be true or false; terms such as ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ correspond to facts in the world.

•  Non-cognitivism — there is no such thing as moral truth in the world; what we call moral facts are subjective emotional responses.



The fact–value distinction



•  A fact is a statement that can be true or false, for example ‘There are two people in the room.’

•  A value is a belief, judgement or attitude, for example ‘Killing is always wrong.’





•  Most cognitivists are moral realists: they argue that, factually, certain actions are right or wrong. Moral judgements can be objective moral facts — they are based on what the world is, independent of our minds.

•  Non-cognitivists are moral anti-realists: they argue that moral facts do not exist. A person making a moral judgement is not describing the way the world is but expressing a value, which is subjective and mind-dependent.



The is–ought gap
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Cognitivism: ethical naturalism





•  The Good is a natural property of the world. A natural property can be a physical or a psychological feature.

•  We can infer from those properties what the Good actually is.





P1   The end (the aim) of our desires is happiness.

P2   Things are desirable in so far as people desire them in the same way as sounds are audible in so far as people hear them.

P3   Personal happiness is a good to each person.

P4   As society is a sum of individual interests, general happiness is a good for this sum of interests (the principle of utility).

C    Therefore, the Good is happiness.
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Strengths of ethical naturalism


•  Ethical naturalism accounts for our moral feelings when we feel outraged by a clear injustice: it gives us pain, which makes us unhappy and leads naturally to the fact that it was morally wrong.

•  Naturalism also accounts for moral disagreements. If we think about the consequences of our actions in terms of whether they produce pleasure or pain, we can decide what is morally right or wrong.

•  Naturalism is an effective cognitivist theory as it explains how we use moral language. When we make moral judgements, we state them as facts and imply that they represent something about the nature of reality. When I say torture is wrong, I am not just saying that torture is painful or that I don’t like it, I am implying that the claim that torture is wrong is a fact about the world.

•  Naturalism seems to be in line with how most people understand morality. We all value pleasure over pain, so it makes sense to argue that the Good is pleasure.



Problems with ethical naturalism



Moore’s criticism of naturalism



•  the Good can be defined as a natural property — in Mill’s case, happiness or pleasure

•  it is possible to infer what is moral from such premises
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The open question argument



P1   According to naturalism, the Good is pleasure.

P2   If P1 is true, then the question ‘Is the Good pleasure?’ is equivalent to saying ‘Is the Good good?’ which is a closed question.

P3   However, when I think about whether the Good is pleasure, I have to reflect on this and my intuition is that it is not a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer.

C    Therefore, the Good is not pleasure.




The naturalistic fallacy
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Cognitivism: ethical non-naturalism (intuitionism)



Problems with Moore’s argument


•  Moore accuses Mill of producing a circular argument but commits the same fallacy in his own argument. If the Good is an intuition and intuitions are moral, he is saying the Good is moral (or the Good is good).

•  Moore argues that we just know what is good; we can’t explain why, it is self-evident. What if intuitions conflict? A Nazi soldier may have felt that killing other human beings was wrong, but also felt an inherent sense of duty. Do some intuitions come first?




Mackie: moral values are relative
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•  There is a difference between kind and cruel actions, between acts of courage and acts of cowardice.

•  It is possible to describe such acts and outline their differences, so acts of courage or cowardice are ‘part of the fabric of the world’.

•  However, the values we ascribe to such acts are not in the world: we can describe acts of cruelty but the value that they are wrong is not an objective fact.




Ayer: ethical language is symbolic
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Non-cognitivism: emotivism





Modern emotivism: A. J. Ayer









Problems with Ayer’s emotivism





Problems with emotivism


•  Emotivism relies heavily on the fact–value distinction. If the distinction is wrong, the theory collapses. Cognitivism shows that moral values can be based on fact.

•  When we make a moral judgement, we don’t necessarily try to influence others. For example, a Muslim could argue that eating pork is wrong without expecting non-Muslims to abide by this view. Emotivism doesn’t allow for cultural relativism.

•  Emotivism doesn’t clearly distinguish between non-moral and moral judgements. For example, saying ‘Giving to charity is good’ and ‘This book is good’ are similar in so far as they both express a feeling of approval or pleasure, and both imply that others should like the book or act of charity too. Moral judgements cannot be reduced to subjective feelings and emotions. For example, a debate on the morality of abortion would look at arguments relating to the viability of a foetus and what constitutes a person; this involves rational judgement.

•  Linked to this is the problem that emotivism doesn’t really account for the specificity of moral language, something that Mackie picks up on in his argument. Moral claims are not like any other claims even though they are emotional reactions. Saying ‘Honesty is good’ is a very different type of claim from ‘Chocolate is good’.

•  Emotivism doesn’t really account for moral uncertainty, not knowing what to do. Should I allow one person to drown to save five? Why am I unsure, why do I feel guilty? Emotivism doesn’t really do justice to the role of reason and moral reasoning.

•  Brand Blanshard (1892–1987) gives the example of a rabbit caught in a trap. If morality is essentially the expression of emotions felt when witnessing an event, this would mean that if no one is there to observe the rabbit and its pain, the pain is neither good nor bad. Most people would struggle with this idea.

•  If nothing is inherently right or wrong, but a moral statement is just an expression of emotion, there is no moral truth and no possibility of moral progress. Values change, but these are no better or no worse than those that went before. However, when we consider the progress made in women’s rights and in attitudes towards LGBTQ persons, we feel society has morally progressed.
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Non-cognitivism: prescriptivism
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•  Moral judgements are action-guiding: they prescribe what to do.

•  Moral terms are not descriptive but evaluative: they evaluate experiences and recommend or disapprove of them.

•  Moral judgements are meaningful when they can apply to everyone in a similar situation — when they are universal and override other preoccupations that have no moral implications.
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Universalisability and ‘overridingness’


•  Hare re-uses a term first used by Kant as part of his normative theory of ethics — ‘universalisability’. When we say ‘ought’, we are saying that the action is not only right for us but for everyone in similar circumstances. Hare takes into account that not everyone is in the same situation, but if the variables are broadly similar, then the line of action should be the same.

•  Moral judgements override non-moral judgements. If I hold that stealing is wrong, I wouldn’t steal money even if I needed it. The moral principle overrides the non-moral consideration of monetary gain.

•  Finally, Hare analyses the word ‘good’. If I say something is good, I mean that I choose it and that I recommend its choice to others too. Goodness is not a property we can find in an object: we cannot see, touch or smell the Good. We use certain criteria that allow us to decide whether something is good, but this doesn’t define goodness itself. The Good itself is evaluative, which means that it puts a value on the object: we commend it and we choose it, and this is the reason it is good. The commendation is intended to be action-guiding or imperative: it tells us what we ought to do. This is what fills the gap between value and fact.



Problems with prescriptivism


•  Prescriptivism doesn’t account for a clash of moral principles. For example, someone might believe abortion is wrong, and therefore think that life should be preserved at all costs. But what if a pregnant woman’s life is at risk because of the foetus she carries? Clearly, two moral principles clash here. Hare argues that, in such circumstances, one of the moral principles must be abandoned, or the two principles must somehow merge and adapt themselves to the situation. In this case, we could say that abortion is morally right if the mother’s life is at risk. Universalisability is still possible, because we could create a principle that relates to any broadly similar situation.

•  Although Hare tries to make his principle of universalisability as specific as possible by allowing for broadly similar situations to be considered equivalent, circumstances are never completely the same and each situation is unique.

•  Hare doesn’t account for rational but ‘bad’ decisions. I might kill a fly because it annoys me, rather than helping it fly out of the window.

•  Hare argues that moral considerations override other types of consideration, but how can we make that decision if we cannot clearly differentiate between moral and non-moral uses of the term ‘should’?
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•  Meta-ethics is a field of moral philosophy that investigates moral language.

•  Cognitivism is the view that moral beliefs and judgements can be true or false, and that a moral reality exists to be discovered.

•  Moral realists argue against the is–ought gap and the fact–value distinction, in so far as they believe that moral judgements can be true or false and don’t merely express likes or dislikes, as anti-realists state.

•  Naturalists argue that moral terms such as ‘goodness’ can be understood in non-moral or naturalistic terms — for example, happiness, pleasure or self-interest.

•  Intuitionists reject the naturalist idea that morality can be defined in non-moral terms like pleasure. Moral judgements are based on our intuitions about what the Good is.

•  Mackie is critical of naturalism and intuitionism on the grounds that they assume that moral language can describe moral absolutes. Instead, he argues that moral language is subjective and describes values that are relative.

•  Non-cognitivism is an anti-realist position which argues that there is no such thing as moral truth in the world.

•  Emotivism argues that moral judgements and statements are the expression of emotions. Moral terms such as ‘good’ or ‘right’ do not refer to anything in the world and cannot be verified. A. J. Ayer has developed a modern version of emotivism based on logical positivism. Critics have called it the ‘boo-hurrah’ theory of ethics.

•  Prescriptivism argues that moral judgements involve not only an emotion but also a command, as we expect others to agree with us. Although moral values are personal, subjective and based on emotions, they are ‘universalisable’ in so far as we want others to choose the same values.
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The relationship between religion and morality
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•  Theonomous ethics argues that morality stems from a universal source, namely God.

•  Autonomous ethics argues that moral decisions are decided by the moral agent — ourselves — independently of religion.

•  Heteronomous ethics argues that morality is defined by an external force, be it laws, a religious denomination or cultural norms.



Theonomous ethics



•  God is the creator of moral goodness; all goodness in the universe comes from an omnibenevolent God.

•  God is the source of moral knowledge; we must use reason and our moral intuition to discover what is moral (Aquinas).

•  God is our motivation for being and doing the Good; acting morally and following God’s commands brings human beings closer to God and allows us to achieve rewards in the afterlife.




Divine command theory


Problems with divine command theory


•  How can moral truths be eternal and unchanging if different religious communities disagree on what they are? A response to this problem involves making a distinction between weak and strong divine command theory. According to weaker versions, God’s commands are applicable within the context of a specific religious community. Thus while some religious communities consider homosexuality a sin, more liberal communities do not. However, this still raises the question as to which point of view is ‘right’.

•  If to be moral is to follow God’s commands, the non-believer has no commands to follow and therefore no moral accountability.

•  Divine command ethics is circular: it argues that what is good is what God commands and what God commands is good. So what is the Good and why is it good?

•  Many divine commands seem outdated and arbitrary, telling us to behave in a way that we now deem fundamentally immoral. Consider the following, for instance:









The Euthyphro dilemma
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•  If God is the source of moral goodness (if what he commands is ‘good’) then God can make what is good bad.

•  If God commands us to do things because they are ‘good’ this implies that God is conforming to an independent standard of goodness.






Responses to the Euthyphro dilemma
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Autonomous ethics



Kant’s moral argument
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•  Kant’s basic premise is that humanity ought to strive towards moral perfection. He argues that human beings have a good will: this is the only correct moral intention. A good person is one who acts out of good will and does their duty.

•  To act out of good will is to seek to achieve the Highest Good, the summum bonum. It follows that this must be achievable: ‘ought’ implies ‘can’.

•  However, it is not within our power as humans to achieve it because, although we can strive towards virtue, we cannot ensure that we get what we deserve for our efforts, because we are not omnipotent.

•  There must be a rational moral being who, as creator and ruler of the world, has the power to bring moral worth and happiness together.

•  As this reward for happiness does not happen in this life, where sometimes the good have lives of tragedy and the wicked prosper, it must be attained in an afterlife.
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Sharpe’s moral case against religious belief
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The Westboro Baptist Church



The Quiverfull movement
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Dawkins: religion is opposed to morality
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Dawkins on terrorism




Critiques of Dawkins


•  Dawkins ignores the role of religion as a force for good. Many religious men and women, clergy included, have made tremendous contributions to humanity in times of war, famine and poverty, and religious activism has been a driving force for peace.

•  Dawkins assumes that religious morality is stuck in the past and is not evolving. Many religious beliefs on moral issues are changing over time, albeit slowly.

•  Dawkins is very selective in his examples, focusing on religious extremism, be it Christian or Muslim, and generalising this to all religion.

•  Dawkins ignores the fact that many believers are obedient to God out of love, loyalty and respect, and a desire to be more virtuous, not just because they want to go to heaven.
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•  There are three main positions on the link between religion and morality: theonomy, autonomy and heteronomy.

•  Theonomous ethics assumes that morality is dependent on religion.

•  Divine command theory argues that to be moral is to obey God’s commands. However, God’s commands seem arbitrary at times.

•  Plato uses the Euthyphro dilemma to demonstrate that God cannot be simultaneously omnibenevolent and omnipotent. This has been one of the keystones of criticisms of religious morality.

•  Autonomous views of ethics argue, as Kant does, that morality is first grounded in human reason. For Kant, this doesn’t conflict with religious belief.

•  Thinkers such as R. A. Sharpe and Richard Dawkins have been much more critical of the link between morality and religion, arguing that religion condemns actions which are not widely considered immoral and, in some cases, promotes behaviour that many people would regard as immoral. Both thinkers are very specific in their choices of examples, however.
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Deontology, virtue ethics and the works of scholars

A comparison of the work of Immanuel Kant and Aristotle
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Kantian deontology



The good will




The categorical imperative



•  Hypothetical imperatives depend on you; they are commands that are true only in certain situations — ‘If you want x to happen, then you should do y’. Hypothetical imperatives can be abandoned if you no longer will a particular end. They are subject to change and because of this they can never be moral imperatives.

•  Categorical imperatives just say ‘Do this’. They embody our moral duty, are unconditionally binding and apply equally to all rational beings. The categorical imperative is universal and necessary rather than subjective and contingent, so we can use it to work out laws that it is our duty to perform.
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The first formulation





•  Contradiction in conception or contradiction in nature — a maxim is wrong if the situation in which everyone acted on that maxim is somehow self-contradictory. The maxim ‘Whenever I need money I will borrow some on the promise that I will pay it back, even though I don’t intend to’ could not be universalised because if everyone borrowed money on a false promise then no one would lend money.

•  Contradiction in will — it would be unpleasant to will ‘not to help others in need’, but it is not self-contradictory. However, it is a contradiction in will because to will the ends (no one helping) one must will the means — but it may be that the only way we can achieve our ends is through help, so we can’t will a situation where no one helps us as we would not be able to will the means to our end and we couldn’t achieve anything. In willing ‘not to help others in need’ we are willing contradictory states of affairs.



The second formulation
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Strengths and weaknesses of Kant’s argument

Strengths


•  Kantian ethics takes account of justice: the innocent man could not be tried and found guilty just because this would benefit the majority. Justice towards the individual is safeguarded by universalisability; we could not will ‘Try to find an innocent man guilty’ into universal law. For Kant, a human is a being of intrinsic worth, a rational creature and not something to be exploited for the greater happiness of others.

•  Kant makes a sharp distinction between duty and inclination, preventing us from assuming that what is good for us is good for everyone else. People of good will obey laws that are the same for all and, in this way, we subordinate our natural inclinations and become more appreciative of the rights of others.

•  Kant uses objective reason for the basis of his argument, which demands consistency and necessity. The moral authority for the categorical imperative does not come from God but from us and this gives everyone the means to create a set of moral standards regardless of consequence or circumstance. Kant’s argument is strong on human dignity and human rights.
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Weaknesses


•  There could be a rule that whenever anyone buys a new book they must write their name in it. The fact that a rule can be universalised does not guarantee that it will be morally good, or even moral. Kant argues that we should universalise only those rules that have to do with morality.

•  Kant bases his theory on the rationality of human beings. While humans are rational, they do not all have the same temperaments or desires, and therefore different people find different situations tolerable or intolerable. A sadist might wish to universalise sadism.

•  Kant’s argument creates absolute rules. Most of us would argue that sometimes there are exceptions and that exceptions can be morally permissible. Furthermore, Kant does not make it clear what to do if moral duties conflict.

•  For Kant, the good will is the only motive that has moral worth. If someone acts out of sympathy for someone or out of love for a friend or family member, then their action has no moral worth. Kant would argue that he is not asking us not to consider our feelings, only that, when we come to choose, our feelings should not decide the matter.
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Is Kant compatible with religious approaches to ethics?
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W. D. Ross’s deontology
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•  fidelity — for example, not breaking a promise

•  reparation — making amends to people you hurt in the past

•  gratitude — being grateful for something someone has done for us, from a simple ‘thank you’ to returning a favour

•  justice and fairness — sharing things fairly

•  beneficence — thinking about the wellbeing of others

•  self-improvement — trying to be the best kind of person we can be

•  non-malfeasance — not purposefully harming others




Criticisms of Ross’s ethical argument


•  How do we know which duties apply in which cases? On what basis has Ross chosen those specific seven duties? Ross argues that these duties are prima facie and that we know them intuitively.

•  The duties Ross calls prima facie might not be derived from intuition but from society’s values and our specific upbringing. We do something because it is the norm, not because it is our duty.

•  Ross does not explain why we have moral intuitions in the first place. He just assumes that they exist, and does not explain how we distinguish between right and wrong.

•  Ross seems to suggest that moral truths are self-evident. However, the fact that we have moral disagreements suggests that morality is not as self-evident as intuitionists suggest.
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Thomas Nagel’s deontology



•  Agent-relative reasons stem from personal desires, commitments and projects.

•  Agent-neutral reasons consider everyone, not just the moral agent making the choice. They are impersonal and objective.
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•  reasons of autonomy: choices based on projects, desires and interests; such reasons don’t have value for others

•  deontological reasons: reasons not to maltreat others; personal demands which limit and govern relations with others

•  reasons of obligation: special obligations I have towards people I am close to





Aristotelian virtue ethics



The function argument
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P1   The Good for members of a kind is to perform well the function distinctive of their kind.

P2   To perform the function distinctive of one’s kind well is to perform it in accordance with the relevant virtues.

IC1 Therefore, the Good for members of any kind is to perform their distinctive function in accord with the relevant virtues.

P3   The function distinctive of humans is rationality.

IC2 Therefore, the Good for humans is rationality in accord with virtue.

P4   Happiness is good for humans.

C    Therefore, happiness is rationality in accord with virtue.
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Eudaimonia
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Intellectual and moral virtues



•  Intellectual virtues are virtues of the mind such as the ability to understand, reason and make sound judgements. Intellectual virtues may be taught, like logic and mathematics.

•  Moral virtues are to do with the moral character of the agent. They are not innate but are acquired through repetition and practice, like learning a musical instrument. They are ‘states of character’. It is through the practice and the doing that we become a particular type of person. Aristotle argues that courage, temperance, self-discipline, generosity, friendliness, truthfulness, honesty and justice, among others, are virtues. The four cardinal virtues are prudence, temperance, fortitude and justice.
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The doctrine of the mean
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Developing a moral character



•  Passions refer to our bodily appetites (for food, drink and so on), our emotions, and any feelings accompanied by pleasure or pain. We don’t choose our passions.

•  Capacities are faculties, for example sight or mathematical ability. We have these naturally.

•  Virtues are states of character: they are dispositions to act, which are freely chosen and developed out of habit.
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Strengths and weaknesses of virtue theory

Strengths


•  The philosopher Richard Taylor (1919–2003) described virtue theory as ‘an ethics of aspiration rather than an ethic of duty’. Virtue theory focuses on the growth of the moral agent — the individual rather than the act. It is not prescriptive; it doesn’t tell you what to do.

•  Virtue theory offers moral guidelines which are flexible. Virtues are dispositions to act in the right way at the right time, towards the right people. Thus virtue theory adapts itself to the situation.

•  For Kant, reason is all-important for following the good will; desires and inclinations lead the individual astray. Virtue ethics allows reason to develop the whole person, including the emotions.

•  Virtue theory takes account of the whole person in forming a judgement about their moral worth. It does not undervalue family or community in the same way that utilitarianism and Kantian ethics do. It also recognises the paradox that life is constantly in a state of flux and change and yet we seek a consistent character. The fact that virtue theory is agent-centred makes it flexible and consistent in a way that act-centred theories are not.

•  Virtue theory enables us to develop a moral education. With utilitarianism and Kantian ethics, the focus is on learning a method or principle and how to apply it, but this does not take into account the experience and constant learning that are part of life. Morality is more complex than simply ‘learning the rules’. Virtue theory replaces the rules with character traits that, if developed, will help us know what the right act is nearly every time.
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Weaknesses


•  Critics argue that virtue ethics doesn’t give us defined rules and therefore can’t really help with decision-making, for example choosing between two potentially virtuous acts, particularly if I am not a virtuous person, or have not developed enough practical wisdom. Aristotle would reply that most people will have enough understanding to make moral decisions and we improve our knowledge of what is good by becoming more virtuous and practising our development of the right virtues.

•  There is a problem with moral relativism. Virtue theory lacks universal application. Definitions of virtue will differ from community to community, and therefore decisions, too, will differ.

•  Aristotle bases virtue theory on the function argument: that to live well you need to fulfil your function. Aristotle assumes we have a function, but he commits the fallacy of composition. If we don’t have a function this undermines the idea of pursuing eudaimonia to fulfil our function and the theory falls apart.

•  The idea of eudaimonia cannot be calculated and is too idealistic. How many people develop a character that causes them to act morally? How long does it take to create a ‘good character’, and how do we know when we have one? Do all our actions and pursuits aim at being happy and living the good life? What might make us happy might not lead to the type of moral character and good life that Aristotle envisions.

•  Kant might argue that sometimes we must act out of duty and take actions that we might not see as good or ones that might not make us happy.

•  There is the problem of finding the mean. First, not all actions have a mean: there is no mean to adultery, theft or murder. Acts of temperance have no mean, because temperance is itself the mean. And finding the mean is not an exact science. For example, Aristotle seems to suggest it is less of a vice to be rash than to be a coward as rashness is closer to courage than cowardice is.



Modern virtue theory


Alasdair MacIntyre
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•  internal good — a good that is specific to an activity itself and is achieved within it

•  external good — something of moral value that results from the practice of a good
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Philippa Foot
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Is virtue theory compatible with religious approaches to ethics?
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•  Kant’s ethical theory is deontological — it emphasises the intention in performing an action rather than the consequence. It is absolute and universal.

•  Kant believed that we can discover ethical action through reason — we don’t need to rely on God. The only thing that matters is having the good will.

•  Hypothetical imperatives are commands that are true only in certain situations so cannot form the basis of a moral system. Categorical imperatives simply say ‘Do this’ and are not dependent on the person or the situation.

•  The categorical imperative has three formulations, the first two of which are universalisability and the requirement not to treat others solely as an end.

•  Kant gives us clear guidelines and rules for acting morally, but these guidelines do not provide us with flexibility, for example where there are conflicting duties or in cases where there is a motivation other than duty (e.g. commitment to family).

•  W. D. Ross argues that moral decisions should be based on prima facie duties, duties which are binding and can be overridden only if they clash with other duties.

•  Thomas Nagel argues that moral decision-making should be based on agent-relative rather than agent-neutral reasons. Deontology is part of agent-centred ethics.

•  Virtue ethics is about the development of character. It seeks to find a less rigid way of deciding our moral duty and how we should behave.

•  Virtue theory argues that the function of humans is to reason and using reason allows us to develop a virtuous character, which in turns means we can attain the good life — eudaimonia.

•  Aristotle argues that the idea of the mean, or choosing to behave in a way that is not extreme, should lead us to a good life.

•  The attraction of virtue theory is mainly in its practical nature. It is a way of living and a lifelong journey, and can be learnt through example and practice.

•  The problem with virtue theory is that while it might create a ‘good character’, it does not give us guidelines on how to act in any particular situation and therefore the decision on how to act remains subjective.

•  Virtue ethics has been revived by modern philosophers such as Philippa Foot and Alasdair MacIntyre.
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Medical ethics: beginning and end of life issues

Issues in medical ethics with a focus on beginning and end of life debates


Personhood
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Sanctity of life vs quality of life




Jonathan Glover on bioethics
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Beginning of life: the status of the embryo



•  conception to 14 days: pre-embryo

•  14 days to 8 weeks: embryo

•  8 weeks onwards: foetus






•  Dualism is the argument that a person is made up of a body and a soul/mind, which is separate. Religious believers maintain the soul is implanted by God and, for many, ensoulment takes place from conception.

•  The relational aspect of personhood means that a human being becomes a person when accepted as such by others. Personhood then becomes a matter of social convention.
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Embryo research





Why do we need to create embryos?


•  Embryonic stem cell research is a valuable tool in the search for cures for genetic illnesses and other long-term medical conditions such as Parkinson’s or Alzheimer’s diseases.

•  Couples who have fertility problems may be helped to conceive using in vitro fertilisation (IVF), where an embryo is grown in the laboratory and subsequently implanted into the mother’s uterus. In most cases, more embryos than necessary are created and only those that show the best potential for successful implantation are implanted. Controversially, the rest may be destroyed after a certain period of time.

•  Pre-implantation genetic diagnosis or PGD involves creating an embryo in a lab, removing a single cell after five days and carrying out genetic testing on it. Doctors are able to check for genetic conditions known to be present in the family, or considered possible, such as Down’s syndrome or cystic fibrosis. They can also determine the sex of the embryo (which may be of relevance to particular conditions) or even determine whether the child might eventually be able to help treat a sick sibling. Armed with this information, the couple decide whether to implant the embryo.
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Why do we need to use embryo stem cells?


Religious views on embryo research





[image: ]



[image: ]



Abortion




•  The law requires that two doctors give their consent before a pregnancy is terminated.

•  An abortion can take place up to 24 weeks after conception.

•  An abortion can be performed after this period if there is a risk that the mother will be permanently injured by continuing with the pregnancy, or if the child is found to have a serious disability.
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The religious viewpoint




•  Only God has the right to decide when a person should die.

•  Each person has an eternal soul and this should be protected.

•  Life is God-given. Once life is devalued by legally and morally destroying life, then all life is under threat.




The freedom or pro-choice argument



•  The foetus is part of a woman’s body until it is capable of independent life. The woman has the right to decide because at that stage life is potential not actual.

•  Giving birth must be seen within the overall situation in which a woman finds herself in terms of personal development and social, family or financial circumstances.





•  whether the foetus is a person or a potential person

•  whether the foetus has rights and, if so, how to balance these against the rights of the mother



A defence of abortion: Judith Jarvis Thomson









•  If the pregnant woman has voluntarily engaged in sex, she is responsible for the foetus’s need to use her body; she has no such responsibility towards the violinist.

•  The pregnant woman has a special obligation to sustain her offspring; the violinist confers no such obligation.

•  There is a moral difference between killing and allowing to die.





The end of life: euthanasia
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Voluntary euthanasia




Non-voluntary euthanasia
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Good or bad medical practice?



Moral crisis in liberal societies



•  Tony Nicklinson, who had locked-in syndrome after suffering a stroke in 2005, was denied the right to have treatment, food and water withdrawn. Medical institutions argued he still had quality of life, something he denied. He died at 58, six days after losing his court case.

•  In 2017, the parents of baby Charlie Gard, who had a rare, life-limiting genetic condition, challenged the decision of the medical professionals at Great Ormond Street Hospital (GOSH) that it was in Charlie’s best interest to withdraw mechanical ventilation and to allow him to die. The High Court ruled in favour of GOSH and the European Court of Human Rights refused to intervene. Charlie was transferred to a hospice and died the day after mechanical ventilation was withdrawn, at 11 months 24 days of age.
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Three moral principles


Acts and omissions
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The doctrine of double effect



Ordinary and extraordinary means




Proportionate and disproportionate means



•  Proportionate means is any treatment that, in the given circumstances, offers a reasonable hope of benefit to the patient, judged holistically within the context of the whole person, their physical and mental health and their personal, financial, familial and social circumstances. Generally, a treatment or means is not too burdensome when it offers benefits that outweigh the burdens to the patient and others.

•  A disproportionate means is any treatment that, in the given circumstances, either offers no reasonable hope of benefit or carries burdens or risks disproportionate to its expected benefits.
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Law and morality






[image: ]




[image: ]



The wedge argument



Undermining personal autonomy



[image: ]



[image: ]




[image: ]



•  Ethical debates surrounding the beginning of life are concerned with the status of the embryo and whether/when it has rights as a person.

•  Religious views tend to focus on the sanctity of life and argue that an embryo is a potential person from the time of conception, and that destroying it is killing.

•  Secular approaches focus on quality of life and what is in the best interest of the individual and the family.

•  Religious and secular views inform attitudes to medical advances like embryo stem cell research and pre-implantation genetic diagnosis.

•  There are different types of euthanasia; the most important of these from a medical ethics perspective are voluntary and non-voluntary euthanasia.

•  As with abortion, the issue of euthanasia rests on ideas of personhood and on sanctity of life and quality of life arguments.

•  The British Medical Association is against the legalisation of euthanasia on the grounds that it goes against the Hippocratic Oath and undermines the role of the doctor as someone who tries to save lives.

•  Religious views on euthanasia tend to argue against it, although some make a distinction between proportionate and disproportionate means to preserve life and consider whether there is any benefit to treatment for someone with a terminal illness.

•  Liberal principles on euthanasia argue that euthanasia is a private matter and that individuals should be free to choose what is in their best interest.
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