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Three Types of Theories That Can Guide Approaches
 To Ethical Reasoning and Individual Action


A.
Teleological Theories-- Teleological theories judge actions in terms of their intended purpose or end result.  Alternatively stated, according to teleological theories, an action is judged to be moral or not in terms of the consequences realized from such action (referred to some as consequentialism.)  The Greek word “telos” means “end” or “purpose.”   




B.
Deontological Theories – Deontological theories focus on and emphasize duties, rights, and obligations. These theories embrace the notion that the moral value of an action is wholly independent from the consequences of that action. Rather, duty is emphasized as the basis for the moral value of an action.  The principal of right action, pursuant to duty, is what matters.  The source of this duty is pure reason, which ascribes to the will of the doer a law of its own:  the categorical imperative.  


C.
Human Nature Theories -- These are theories that draw upon elements of both teleological theories (emphasizing consequentialism) and deontological theories (emphasizing duty).

A.
TELEOLOGICAL THEORIES

Teleological theories are basically theories that are dominated by a concern with the purpose, desirable results, or ends of an action, i.e., the state of being after the completion of the action, or the consequences of an action.   Consequentialism is a type of teleological theory of ethical reasoning that concentrates on the consequences of human actions ( Donaldson and Gini, p. 4).  For a teleologist, all actions are evaluated in terms of the extent to which they achieve their desired results, ends, or purpose.  Related concepts, such as right, wrong, and duty, are all subordinated to the concept of consequentialism, which focuses on the end or purpose of an action.

Two Types of Consequentialism Theories

1.
Ethical Egoism–Ethical egoism assumes and believes that right action is 

that action, among all possible alternatives, which maximizes an 


individual’s personal (or my) well-being or good.  That is, it is that 


action which benefits me the most or harms me the least.  So, I am 


inclined to engage only in that action (which I consider to be right 


action), action that is directed toward self-fulfillment and self-


enhancement.

2.
Utilitarianism—Utilitarianism assumes and believes that right action does not concern only me; rather, right action must maximize the overall good (the ultimate good) for the entire community.  Linked to this concept is the belief that right action must either maximize good or minimize bad for the entire community, including for me.

Proponents of Utilitarianism

a.
Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), 18th Century English jurist (lawyer) and philosopher, presented one of the earliest fully developed systems of utilitarianism.  Bentham believed an action is right if it produces the greatest balance of pleasure or happiness over pain and unhappiness in light of all alternative actions.  (The action that produces a balance of pleasure or happiness over pain causes the action to possess (or gives it) utility, a concept that dates back to 342 B.C. with the Greek philosopher Epicurus. Bentham taught James Mill, the father of John Stuart Mill.)



b.
John Stuart Mill (1806-1873), 19th century, English philosopher, believed the best proof of something being desirable is that someone actually desires it. Happiness or pleasure, to which Bentham refers, is something that everybody desires; therefore, since everybody desires happiness, happiness has utility. Mill advanced the notion that in the most desirable state of affairs, right action is action that action brings the greatest happiness to the greatest number.  Action should be evaluated based on the extent to which it achieves or contributes to this end. [Some refer to Mill’s position as hedonistic, i.e., a position that sees life only for the purpose of pleasure.]

Types of  Utilitarians 

1.
Act Utilitarian—An Act Utilitarian believes that the principle of utility should be applied to each individual act, and one should measure the consequences of each action of an individual according to whether the act maximizes good for that individual only or good for the larger community.


2.
Rule Utilitarian--The Rule Utilitarian believes that instead of considering the results of each specific act or actions of each individual, one must weigh the consequences of adopting a general rule that may be followed by everyone and, thus, reflected in some specific action.  In other words, individually, one should act according to a general rule which, if adopted by all, would maximize good.  (An example might be a rule that says:  “Never act in a way that would bring disrespect and dishonor to your family or community.” or “Never act in a way that would lower the self-respect of any class of citizens.”)  The focus is on whether one’s action comports with the general rule, and whether the consequences of acting according to this general rule benefit the entire community.  Of course, the general rule must be one that would produce the desired outcomes is complied with.
3.
Pluralist Utilitarians--Pluralist Utilitarians expand the desirable consequences of human action beyond merely happiness and pleasure to embrace a plurality of desirables; they believe that pleasure, knowledge, moral maturity, and friendship constitute that which is or comprises the ultimate good.
4.
Preference Utilitarians--Preference Utilitarians believe that the foundation of goodness or of the ultimate good consists of the set of preferences people actually possess.
Right actions are, therefore, those actions that optimize the achievement of the sets of preferences held by different individuals, preferences that are internally consistent for the individual.  For example, one person may prefer oysters to strawberries and Mozart to Rap; another may prefer Rap to Mozart and Lobster to oysters.  So long as the set of preferences is internally consistent, it makes no sense to label one set preferences superior to another.  So, right action is considered to be that action which is optimal among alternatives recognizing everybody’s preferences. 
General Rules to Follow in Applying the Utilitarian Principles

1.
One must accept the notion that social, political, or individual actions can be sorted out as good or bad by considering what the particular action, in fact, optimizes (i.e., increases to the greatest possible degree) or achieves.  This can be done by taking into account the consequences of the action.  Often there are unintended consequences of political, group, and individual actions.



2.
One must realize that one’s race, religion, intelligence, or condition of birth is irrelevant in calculating one’s ultimate worth from the utilitarian’s perspective.  Each person counts for just “one” and no more than “one” unit of worth or value.


3.
In evaluating happiness, one must take into account inter-generational equity, i.e., not only the consequences for the present generation but for future generations.  One should ask:  “How does my decision today affect the generations in the future.”

4.
One must remember that pleasure or happiness is measured in toto, so one is not suppose to reduce the concept of utility to doing simply what makes the most, or the majority of, persons happy only.  The concept should not be reduced to a dictatorship of the majority without taking into consideration the magnitude of, or the considerable unhappiness of the minority, because the magnitude and intensity of the minority’s unhappiness might outweigh the minor pleasures of many other persons added together.  There are also some flaws in the majority preferences approach.  The majority decision, even when properly calculated, could be wrong.  
           5.
One must consider the long-term consequences of an action by a 
single individual on the whole.  (Example: What are the long-term consequences of an individual--repeated by several individuals-- drinking a bottle of wine each day or a cocktail after dinner each day, or an individual being addicted to drugs, or of a government invading one’s privacy at a given point in time in the interest of national security on the entire community?)


6.
One must keep in mind that some pleasures are qualitatively better than others in the minds of some individuals.  For example, Aristotle would say that intellectual pleasure is better than physical pleasure.  This position needs to be considered as an alternative to simply living in the zenith of physical pleasure or experiencing happiness that may be artificially induced, as with some drugs, or by some other means.  When deciding which of two pleasures is higher, one could benefit from polling the persons or groups of persons who are experienced in or who know both pleasures, and then be guided by their insights.
Criticisms of Utilitarianism

1.
The first criticism is that this method of ethical reasoning and decision making is unable to account for justice.


 2.
The second criticism is that because this method of determining right action concentrates on the consequences of an action for a majority or the greatest number, it can be argued that the principle of utility allows injustice to exist for a small minority. 
(An example of this is if the majority voted to relegate five percent of the population, comprised of unwed, single mothers, to jobs that pay a current minimum wage without receiving an increase that would otherwise be paid to married mothers, because the majority prefers that children be born to married women.)  In effect, Utilitarians would be condoning relegating five percent of the population to be subjected to a wage that, in the long-run, will produce a substandard of living, which may have other unintended consequences.  On the other hand, the majority would benefit from such a decision.  The critics would say: THIS IS CLEARLY UNJUST!

The lingering issue for utilitarians is:  Can utilitarianism account for the widely held moral conviction that injustice to a minority is wrong regardless of the consequences, i.e., whether it maximizes goodness or not?
The Utilitarians’ Response to This Type of Criticism


There are two likely responses:


(a)
One response by Act Utilitarians is that negative subjection, as illustrated in the example above, will not, as a matter of empirical fact, maximize (i.e., increase the greatest degree) individual and overall goodness.



(b)
The second response is likely to come from the Rule Utilitarians who are likely to argue that if a society embraces the general rule, “Never enslave or subject any component of the society to a substandard of living,” then such a rule, if complied with, would maximize goodness, and the condition alluded to would never have occurred or happen in the first place.


3.
A third criticism is that the consequentialists in general, and 


Utilitarians in particular, have not solved the problem of how we 

are to identify and rank whatever it is that ought to be maximized.




(a)
For example, if we buy into Mill’s belief that the things to be maximized are qualitative levels of happiness, how do we 

distinguish between higher levels and lower levels of happiness (or pleasure)?




(b)
If one is a Pluralistic Utilitarian, who believes in sets of internally consistent preferences, there is a similar problem.  This problem is: “What is the basis for selecting one set of values, say, friendship and happiness, as goods to be maximized and not selecting art appreciation and higher education?”  And, even if this problem is solved, how does society arbitrate trade-offs between sets of preferences (values or goods), such as happiness and friendship or acquisition of knowledge and appreciation of higher education, when conflicts arise. Put another way, if one is forced to choose between enhancing security and enhancing individual liberty in a state of national threat or terriorism, how is it determined which one gets priority?  And, under what conditions will this priority prevail?


4.
The final criticism of Consequentialism, which embraces Ethical Egoism, Preference Utilitarianism, Act Utilitarianism,  Rule Utilitarianism, and Preference Utilitarianism is that Consequentialism is an inadequate theory of ethics, because the proper focus for ethical judgments ought not to be on consequences but rather on  moral Precepts.  
MORAL PRECEPTS are rules, norms, and principles we use to guide our actions before they occur.  Those who subscribe to this way of thinking and this approach to ethical reasoning are know as deontologists.
B.
DEONTOLOGICAL THEORIES

What is deontology?

The term Deontology refers to the study of commitment, obligation, or duty; it is derived from the Greek word, deon, which means “duty.” It embraces the universal rules and principles that apply to, or guide, right human action.

Two Deontological Approaches to Ethical Reasoning


1.
Kantian Deontology--(Advanced by Emanuel Kant, 18th century philosopher)


2.
Contractarianism—(Comprised of two components or branches):




(a) 
John Locke’s “Natural Rights” theory
(Locke, 1632-1704, 17th Century EnglishPhilosopher)



(b) 
John Rawls’ “Reasonable Person” theory
(Rawls, 1921-2002, a 20th Century, American philosopher)

Kantian Deontology: Three Initial Points in Kant’s Underlying Beliefs 

1.
Kant believes that ethical reasoning should be concerned with actions that are rationally motivated, i.e., based on reason, not simply engaged in by inclination, and are based on precepts (rules, norms or principles) that apply universally to all human beings and to all human actions.


2.
Given this basic belief, it is, according to Kant, impossible to conceive of anything at all in the world that can be taken as good (on face value) without qualification, except a good will (the faculty of conscious and of deliberate action).  In other words, an action of the will, freely motivated for the right reasons, is the only thing that can be good or worthwhile without proviso.



3. 
Reason (i.e., rational thought), not inclination, is the faculty that aides us in discovering correct moral principles, and it is reason that guides the will.  When reason guides the will, the resulting actions, in compliance with the will, are engaged in as a matter of duty, because it is that action which reason compels us to do, and that is the right reason to do it.  (An example is returning a lost wallet full of money belonging to a stingy person when the money could be used to help destitute persons.)

But, how do we know what our duty is?




Example: 
Consider the case of six people being in a 6-person lifeboat at sea, and a seventh person swims up to the boat.  What is your duty in such a circumstance?




Another Concern:

How does one know that what one thinks is right is right, since acting out of duty is considered right?
Duty, according to Kant, is acting with regard for other rational beings; it is more than merely doing what one feels is right.

But how does one act with regard for other rational beings?  Are there any guidelines?  The answer is: “yes.”  Kant developed what he refers to as the highest principle to be followed.  He calls this principle, the Categorical Imperative.

The Categorical Imperative

Kant’s Categorical Imperative has three formulations or sub-principles. The two formulations that are relevant for this presentation are:


1.
One ought to act in such a way that the principle that governs one’s action could become a universal law of human action in a world in which one would hope to live.



(Examples:)




(a)
A rational person would want a rule that says:  return property that doesn’t belong to you to its rightful owner.




(b)
A rational person would not want a rule that says:  “Lie whenever it seems helpful.”


2.
One ought to treat others as having intrinsic value in themselves and not merely as a means to achieve one’s ends.

What does this second imperative mean?




(a)
It means respect every person as a rational and free being.




(b)
It means respect the inherent dignity of all rational beings.

Challenges and Criticisms Facing Deontologists


First, the Challenge:

The challenge is that of how to strike a balance between the level of generality or broadness and the narrowness of the principle or principles chosen.  For example, are the following principles too narrow or too broad? 
“You should always pay your debts.” 






or
“If one is six feet tall, named Joseph, has a sister majoring in pre-med, and attends MSU in the Fall of 2007, then one is eligible to apply for and receive an all-tuition-paid scholarship.”


The Criticisms:




1.
It is possible for some fanatics to at least believe in and set ridiculous rules (or maxims) to apply generally to all rational beings, such as Hitler who believed that it was okay to “Persecute Jews whenever possible,” or racist who believe that “All persons of color should be treated with disrespect and disdain,” or the thief’s belief that one ought to “Steal whenever one has a good opportunity to do so and the probability of being caught is less than 10 percent.”


2.
Strict adherence to universal principles might encourage moral rigidity and might fail to reflect the diversity of responses required by complex moral situations.


3. It is possible that in any given case, two principles may conflict without there being a clear way to decide which principle or rule should take precedence over the other.  For example, in the case of choosing between going to war to fight for one’s country vs. resisting the draft and staying home to take care of an ailing mother, a large family, and a severely handicapped sibling, given that one’s father has just recently died.  Which overriding principle of duty shall prevail?  [One real test of the relevance of the deontological principle is the question: “What would it be like if everyone did that?”]


Difference Between Contractarianism and Kantian Deontology

Kantian deontology and the categorical imperative focus on the rational individual and subscribe to the belief that all rational individuals can discover and agree upon the categorical imperative.

Contractarianism, a type of deontology, focuses less on the actions of individuals and more on the principles that govern society at large.  Contractarians ask us to first think of the conditions or situations in which we might live where there are no laws, no social conventions, no political state, and no norms, i.e., in a state of nature.  Then we should ask ourselves how we might formulate principles or rules to govern our political and social communities.  Such principles or rules would, indeed, resemble principles derived through Kant’s categorical imperative in that they, presumably, would be agreed to by all rational persons and would apply universally.

The answer to the key question: “How we would formulate such principles?” is proposed by two Contractarians:  John Lock, 17 century philosopher, and John Rawls, an American philosopher.

John Locke’s Social Contract Theory 

John Locke (1632-1704), English philosopher, argues that principles and rules of justice should be formulated from the perspective of “Natural Rights.”   Central to Locke’s position are the following beliefs:

· Every person is born with and possesses certain basic rights that are natural rights, i.e., imbued by nature.

· A person’s natural rights are inherent to a person’s nature, and these rights are possessed by everyone equally; like any other inherent trait of the individual, these rights cannot be taken away; they are inalienable, i.e., inseparable from the individual.

· When rational individuals come together for the purpose of formulating principles, rules, and laws to govern themselves, they form a “Social Contract” that embodies protections of their basic natural rights.



John Rawls’ “Reasonable Person” Theory

John Rawls (1921-2002), American philosopher) differs from John Lock in the starting point of basic beliefs about how rational individuals formulate rules or laws of societal significance.  Rawls believes that the process for establishing rules of justice must begin with the assumption that the individuals engaged in such processes must act as if they are operating behind a “veil of ignorance.”  

What does it mean to operate from behind a veil of ignorance? 
 Rawls suggests that it means the following:



1.
The individual would not know whether he or she was old or 
young, male or female, rich or poor, highly motivated or lazy, or 
anything about his or her personal status in society.



2.
The individual would be unable to predict which principles or 
rules that might be decided upon will favor him or her personally 
or not.



3.
Persons participating in this process would be forced to choose 
principles that are, in their minds, fair to all.  In other words, all 
persons would be forced to ask what a reasonable person would 
do under the circumstances.

Questions Asked by Rawls and Locke (indeed by all deontologists):



1.
Are the rules fair to everyone?



2.
Do the rules hold universally even with the passage of time?



3.
Is every person treated with equal respect under the rules?


Basic Challenges to Deontologists:

(1)
How do we deal effectively and fairly with exceptions to the general rules?



(2)
Under what circumstances, if any, are exceptions allowed?

C.  HUMAN NATURE THEORIES OF ETHICS
Basic Belief or Assumption
The human nature approach assumes that all humans have inherent capacities that constitute the ultimate basis for all ethical claims. A strong proponent of this theory is Aristotle.
Therefore, all actions are evaluated in terms of whether the actions promote or hinder, coincide with, or conflict with an individual’s inherent capacities.

Key Elements in Aristotle’s Position


1.
The belief that all human beings have inherent potentialities (inherent capacity for growth) and that their human development turns out to be a struggle for self-actualization and perfection of their human nature.  (They are like an oak tree all interwoven in the acorn.)


2.
Individuals are born with potentials and are basically good; evil is a deficiency that occurs when one is unable to fulfill one’s natural capacities.


3.
The concept of human nature should not be limited to an individualistic concept.  It applies also to the social nature of individuals.  Persons are social by nature and cannot be understood apart from the larger community in which they participate.  Man and woman are social animals.


3.
Fulfilling one’s potentialities, one’s natural constitution, implies developing characteristics other than physical, such  wisdom, generosity, and self-restraint, all of which help make one a good member of the community.


4.
The theory of human nature places an emphasis on the nature of persons and on how one understands that nature. This requires understanding, according to Aristotle, that intelligence and wisdom are uniquely human potentialities, and, consequently, intellectual virtue is the highest virtue, and moral virtue involves rational control over one’s desires, restraining harmful desires and cultivating beneficial ones.


5.
So, the criterion for judging the goodness of any action is whether or not the action is compatible with one’s inherent human capacities.  Actions that enhance human capacities are good; those that deter them are bad, unless they are the best among generally negative alternatives.  (For example, eating nothing but starches is unhealthy, but if it is the only thing to eat to keep one from starving, then one would choose to so eat.)


Major Criticisms of Human Nature Theories:


1.
Human nature theorists have difficulty justifying the supposition that human beings do have specific inherent capacities and that these capacities are the same for all humans. 


2.
It is difficulty to embrace and validate the assumption that humans are basically good.  Perhaps the alternative position, advanced by Sigmund Freud, is true, that at base we are all naturally aggressive and selfish.


3.
It is difficult to employ this theory in ethical reasoning, since it appears to lack clear-cut rules and principles for use in moral decision-making.
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