Chapter 1

Ethical Theory

Definitions

· Philosophy: “is a rational activity that identifies beliefs, clarifies concepts, and makes judgments about whether the beliefs should be held and whether the concepts make sense” (3).
· Ethics: examines how people should treat one another and how societies should be organized.
· (Though I’d say that considerations of how societies should be organized is the task of politics).
· Bioethics: “is a branch of ethics that applies these theoretical considerations to specific iss9ues that arise in connection with the body, with the practice of medicine, and with technological developments that have implications for human beings and how we live” (3).
· An ethical dilemma “occurs whenever we must make a decision and none of the possible courses of action open to us is entirely satisfactory because each violates a value we think important” (3).
· Ethical theory aims to help us make the decision with the best arguments in its favour.
· Ex: the conflict between ending suffering and ending someone’s life

Relativism
· The book identifies two types of relativism: ethical relativism and subjectivism.
· Ethical relativism takes note of the fact that different cultures have different norms (that is, an action that is morally acceptable in one culture might be unacceptable in another).
· Thus our norms of good and bad are culturally determined.
· What might be morally accepted in even one society can change over time 
· Ex: Male circumcision is acceptable in some cultures and not in others 
· Culture, tradition and habit 

Ethical Relativism
· Strength: Accepting cultural differences should allow us to question our assumptions.
· Descartes (though he was no ethical relativist) once noted that “It is good to know something of the customs of different peoples in order to judge more sanely of our own, and not to think that everything of a fashion not ours is absurd and contrary to reason” (Discourse on Method [1637], Part I).
· Saying that you are part of one society and you note how some differences occur in cultures and we think that we are doing something wrong – like a critical reflection of our culture. 

Subjectivism
· Morality or an ethics is entirely individualist or subjective.
· “Ethical subjectivism treats moral judgments as essentially being like matters of taste” (4).
· There could be some kind of persuasion involved in ethical subjectivism – where people are trying to convince someone if something is good or not

Relativism: Weaknesses (p. 4)
1. They can be used to justify morally unjustifiable actions.
2. They stop discussions about morality rather than foster them.
3. They cannot defend the values of tolerance and respect.
· Only time subjectivism comes up in student discussion if someone is losing (ex: that’s just your opinion, stop it)

4 Ethical Theories
· Utilitarianism (Bentham, John Stuart Mill): “What happens if I perform this action?” (5)
· Kantianism (Immanuel Kant): “Is this action right or wrong, morally speaking, regardless of the consequences?”
· Virtue Ethics (Aristotle): “What kind of person should I be?”
· Feminist Ethics: “What might a female perspective add to our ethical understanding?”

Utilitarianism
· Promotes happiness as the greatest good to the greatest number of people.
· Aimed to be (in the 19th century) a secular and scientific approach to ethics.
· Jeremy Bentham: Hedonic calculus: We are to imagine the consequences of our actions and choose the one that should produce the good (or least evil) for the community (6).
· If it were secular, it would avoid falling into the prejudice of religion (faith) 
· We can’t generalize this to an entire society because people have different ideas
· 19th Century example – should we give our free public education to everybody, regardless of social status? Some would say yes, so everybody can be at the same level, but some would say no, but the first option brings greater good for everyone, and that is what happened

Bentham
· The book notes that Bentham is a radical egalitarian for three reasons:
1. He does not distinguish between sources of pleasure (whether it is atonal classical music or sports).
2. He does not ask whose pleasure is at stake (so a prime minister is just as important as an environmental activist).
3. He considers treating animals morally.
· 3. We have to take the pleasure and pain of animals into consideration 
· Weaknesses: Basically, the problem is, how do we count happiness or the good (the units which are called “hedons” or “utiles”; p. 7).
· He does not distinguish between sources of pleasure—so the problem is purely quantitative and not qualitative.
· This seems to include pleasures that would be morally unacceptable.
· Pleasure seems to be incompatible with problems of justice or rights.

Mill
· To defend utilitarianism, Mill introduced a distinction between quality and quantity of pleasures—that is, a gourmet meal would be of greater quality than fast food.
· Also: “The conscientious utilitarian moral agent should not count her own happiness any more heavily than the happiness of anyone else who will be affected by her actions” (9).
· This stresses a disinterested and impartial standpoint, but it does not eliminate the problem of how one arrives at the quality of pleasure or the good.

Two Types of Utilitarianism

· Act utilitarianism: we choose acts that produce the greatest happiness for the greatest number. 
· However, critics say that nothing is inherently forbidden. For instance, if a country with a great majority of Pastafarians decides that the greatest good is derived from each person wearing a colander headdress, then it is not wrong (for this form of utilitarianism) to force non-observers to wear colanders as well.
· Also: problem of obligations (9).
· This isn’t morally wrong to force people into one form of observant 

Rule Utilitarianism
· Instead of focusing on acts, rule utilitarianism proposes that we follow rules that would produce the most good for the most people:
· Keep your promises, unless great harm will result from doing so.
· Only punish those who are guilty.
· This allows rules to be more general than specific acts (so in the previous case of colander headdress, a rule utilitarian would perhaps hold that religious observation brings a great good and not just a particular kind of observance).

Insights of Utilitarianism
· Consequences are important. It can help make decisions when resources are limited.
· Weigh the interests of the many rather than the few…
· Which I would say has to be rephrased as: “weigh the interests of the many over the elite or advantaged” (which isn’t necessarily what utilitarianism does).
· Inclusion of animals.

Kantianism
· Immanuel Kant’s ethical theory focuses on duty. Hence ‘deontology’ from the Greek ‘deon’ (duty) and ‘logos’ (science or study of).
· Kant has a specific formulation of duty, such that it is determined by rational means.
· We will look at three formulations of the categorical imperative. Each emphasizes an important aspect of our duties or obligations.

Kant on moral duty
· First, the only intrinsic good in Kant’s system is a good will (13).
· A good will is one that acts in accordance from moral rules derived from reason. Reason—logic—determines what our duties are.
· The value of moral action is not derived from its consequences, but whether it was done according to duty.
· Thus if you help another out of duty this is superior to if you help another out of self interest, even if the outcome is the same.

The Categorical Imperative
· First: the universalization formulation:
· “Act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law” (15).
· The first formulation is a logical test: a maxim cannot “generate a self-contradiction if everyone were to perform it” (16).
· Lying, stealing, killing, breaking promises all contradict themselves in this way.
· For example: “Everyone may make a deceitful promise when in distress with the intention not to keep it.”
· If this were a maxim, the concept or act of making a promise would become meaningless.

2. Means-Ends Formulation
· “Act so that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in that of any of another as an end and never as a means only” (16).
· This formulation means that we must always treat others with dignity and respect.
· Others cannot be treated as means to a good (we cannot, for instance, sacrifice or hurt a few people to benefit others).
· Thus we cannot engage in bullying, manipulation, deception, and exploitation of others (or ourselves).
3. Autonomy Formulation
· This formulation shows that we can’t treat others as means to an end because all humans have the capacity to autonomous beings,
· That is, each person can use rationality to “discover what duty requires of them” (17).
· Rationality is what leads us to follow the moral law for its own sake.

Weaknesses
· Internal Weaknesses:
· Conflicts of duty: When duties come into conflict, what should guide our actions?
· Maxims: it can be difficult to determine what maxims are appropriate. If they are too specific, then they cannot be universalized practically.
· External Weaknesses:
· Rigidity: Though moral rules are to be absolute, there are many situations where it seems intuitively moral not to follow them.
· For instance, we should lie when somebody with intent to kill asks where his intended victim is.
· Though we could say that “when we violate a rule, we do so for a reason that we would be willing for everyone to accept, were they in our position” (18). 
· Rational creatures:
· Kant emphasizes the duty and respect due to all. However, not all people are rational, such as children. The case for the basis of respect “arguably leaves out some of those persons who most need it to be made for them, since they are unable to make it for themselves” (18).
· Duty: Healthy close relationships need more than duty, such as emotional bonds.
· Rational creatures:
· Kant emphasizes the duty and respect due to all. However, not all people are rational, such as children. The case for the basis of respect “arguably leaves out some of those persons who most need it to be made for them, since they are unable to make it for themselves” (18).
· Duty: Healthy close relationships need more than duty, such as emotional bonds.
· Strengths in the Medical Context
· Physicians and health care providers must “provide patients with sufficient information to make informed decisions about their own medical choices,” and they must “respect the decision that is made” (19).

Virtue Ethics
· This approach is a contemporary reinterpretation of Aristotle.
· Virtue ethics considers ethical actions in the context of a whole human life.
· Focus on happiness, though in more in Aristotle’s sense of eudaimonia: human flourishing in all its dimensions.
· So we should cultivate rationality, (good) emotions, and character.
· Eudaimonia encompasses more than what we think of happiness 
· Happiness is reaching a level of contentment and maintaining it 

Teleology
· Aristotle believes that all things that exist have a goal or a purpose.
· This purpose is natural (by nature) and not conceptualized in a religious or supernatural sense.
· He argues that human activities have a purpose or goal, and that is happiness (eudaimonia).
· Teleology is the study of all purpose or goal
· Book says: Aristotle will not believe that someone would willingly do evil, they will have a misunderstanding what good is. 
· We believe that if someone does something bad then they have an intention behind it 
· Every art, investigation or practice aims at some Good.
· That is, the Good is some kind of goal. There are many different pursuits toward some kind of good; for example, the good and goal of medicine is health.
· Goals can also be organized hierarchically, that is, some goals are subordinate to others, and those to something else, until they are subordinated to a supreme good. 
· So, a person does homework to get good grades, because good grades get the person into grad school, and grad school will allow her to get a Ph.D., and so on.
· People are goal oriented as well 
· Not in the book: It’s one thing to say people always aim for good,  but in a major ethics book, Aristotle provides that there is proof that there is supreme good that everyone aims for & show that the opposite is something that we don’t want to hold – it is an indirect proof
· The basic idea behind the argument is that if he says that there isn’t supreme good, then the thing we desire leads to the next thing we desire and so on because we do not aim for something
· If there wasn’t a certain direction we were heading for, we are always staying in the present and not orienting our goals 
· This slide : will be on the exam 
· Aristotle offers another proof for the existence of the Supreme Good. He uses an infinite regress argument to show how the position that there is not a supreme good is absurd.
· First, he hypothesizes that all aims lead to a supreme good. How?
· Let’s assume that this isn’t true. Then, every action attempts to accomplish a good, and then a further good, and then a further good, without end.
· If this assumption is true, then desire would be “empty and futile.”
· That is absurd; therefore, there must indeed be a supreme good.
· Aristotle says that every action will aim towards good 
· He says that immediate gratification will lead to supreme good 
· Aristotle  YOU CANNOT do evil intentionally 
· This is Aristotle’s proof that all things lead to supreme good 

Specifics about supreme good 
· “Human excellence…consists in living in accordance with reason, and doing this well. This means that we must become virtuous, and that doing so will make us happy.”
· Like Kant, Aristotle thinks rationality makes us distinctly human and contributes to virtue (in fact, the best life for Aristotle is contemplative).

The Mean
· Virtue is a mean between two vices (one vice a deficiency, the other an excess).
· It involves having the right feelings “at the right times, with reference to the right objects, towards the right people, with the right motive, and in the right way” (23).
· Virtue is attained through cultivating virtuous dispositions. Which can be learned by emulation.
· EXAM
· Aristotle says that virtue aims to a mean 
· He says that courage is a virtue, but it is hard to be courage, there is many ways you can be excessive in courage or deficiencies in courage (cowardess)
· If you were virtuous, you would do spontaneous things without thinking about it
· Ex: being couragous, speak out against it, not think about “should I speak out against it or not”; you do it without doubting yourself 
· Honesty  cultivate honesty as a disposition 
· To say that virtue is the mean between excess and deficiency states that virtue occurs as a form of moderation (though it’s moderate doesn’t mean that virtue is easy to attain).
· Virtue doesn’t mean being a prude or a boor; a virtuous person also enjoys pleasures and desires, he or she just doesn’t let them take over life.
· So, courage, he argues, is a mean between a deficiency (cowardice) and an excess (rashness).
· Virtue doesn’t mean being aprude or bored, the person does have desires but doesn’t let that take over their life 
· Virtue is enjoying pleasure in the right way

Strengths of Virtue Ethics
1. The emphasis on one’s entire life provides actions with a context. Virtue requires constant work.
2. Virtue ethics emphasizes character and development, and places actions in those contexts.
3. For V.E., emotion gives us a reason to be virtuous (to live well), and it places ethics in the context of everyday life.
4. It contributes to medical contexts by emphasizing that “we expect professionals not merely to act in certain ways” as they are obligated, but also “to display particular virtues.

Weaknesses
· It does not tell us what to do.
· Virtues change over time.
· As the book notes, the second objection can be met by noting that “while different sets of virtues may be articulated in different times and places, the advice to aim for the mean seems correct” (25).
· To meet the first objection: it can accommodate utilitarians and deontologists, and can “make sound and defensible judgments about what the right approach is in particular situations.”
· Authors will not favour virtues of their favourite virtue system 

Feminism: Ethics of Care (Carol Gilligan)
· The ethics of care focuses on our responsibility to others. It is distinguished from (or complimentary to) an ‘ethic of justice’ (comprised of universal and impartial principles). 
· It emphasizes emotional components of ethics (for example, empathy).
· It rejects the idea that agents are impartial and disinterested. Feelings and individual perspectives should shape our activities.
· We have responsibility to others
· It rejects the distinction between public and private spheres (as women and children may be disadvantaged within the domestic sphere).
· “the ethics of care sees humans as interdependent with one another, and formed through relationships.” Role of vulnerability.
· Most important strength: Relationships between people—and the responsibilities that come with those relationships—are central to an ethics of care.

Feminist Ethics
· Notes that other ethical theories are insufficiently critical of power differentials in relationships and institutions.
· Focuses on oppression as a form of injustice. Conflicts are not merely between individuals, but rather arise due to political, institutional, and social conflicts.
· “The focus on exploitation, power, and discrimination” is “useful in medical situations in which some” (health care providers) “have more power than others (patients and their families)” (29).
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