
1 Natural law 

1 ‘Telos’ is the Greek word for end or purpose. Think about how the word is used in 

everyday language: a telephone gives you ‘phonos’, or sound, as an end result and a 

television gives you vision. In terms of ethics, these scholars are proposing that, for a 

thing or person to be good, it should fulfil its purpose.  

2 This is a very general question to which there could be many different kinds of answers. 

For example, if the development of intelligent life were the purpose of this enormous 

universe then its success could be questioned, or it could be argued as successful progress 

so far. Alternatively, it could be argued that the evidence suggests that the universe is a 

collection of random events in which life of any kind is lucky to survive. The extent to 

which either position can be justified will depend on which evidence you consider carries 

more weight. 

3 Again, there is evidence on both sides of this issue. Societies in most parts of the world 

seem to function in a generally moral and law-guided way. As Thomas Hobbes 

suggested, people understand that an ordered society is in the interest of any individual. 

He suggested that even a master criminal knows he can be killed in his sleep. 

Equally, there are many examples both in the world now and throughout history of the 

order in society falling into the hands of evil men. Hitler and his Nazi party are a good 

example of what evil men can do if power falls into the wrong hands.  

There are many good examples pointing to there being more good people than bad in the 

world but in this kind of question examiners will assess both the material you select and 

the strength of the argument you put together to support your conclusion. 

4 The following are just a few examples. Check your own with your teachers to make sure 

you have made the right points: 

i The idea here is that the universe has a purpose and to reach that purpose humanity 

needs a divine guiding hand or ‘law’ to help reach its goal. 

ii This law is found in revelation from God communicated through sacred writings and 

through the Church Christ left to guide his followers. 

iii Here we find a combination of Aristotle’s belief that everything in the universe has a 

purpose and the application of God-given reason to this belief bringing about 

Aquinas’ version of natural law, a practical ethic. 

iv Human laws are the laws we make for ourselves, according to the needs of society. 

Ideally, where relevant, they should be based on natural law. 

5 Applying reason to a religious understanding of the universe, it is believed that God has 

revealed the primary precepts of morality; though they are also knowable by reason alone. 

These are absolute principles which human beings choose to live their lives by. 

Secondary precepts are derivable from primary ones and are the working out of their 

implications. Concepts such as fellowship, forgiveness or mercy, to name a few, are 



secondary precepts, but we still need to work out how the precepts, primary and 

secondary, are to be applied in practice. 

6   

i At the top of the list is the importance of caring for life above all other things. 

ii In order for societies to work, they must be organised for their own protection and 

functioning. 

iii Praising and praying to God is essential for an ethical life. 

iv Teaching young believers is essential in a society. 

v All animals have a basic drive to reproduce and this is essential to humanity as well.  

7 It would be possible here to take a topic from the specification and practise an evaluation 

question. For example: 

Preservation of life and euthanasia 

• An elderly person dying in a great deal of pain – morphine may ease the pain but will 

also make the person die faster. 

• A pregnant woman with cervical cancer, which can be treated with chemotherapy but 

would significantly risk the life of the child. 

• A serial killer on death row whose organs could be used to help good people or a 

scientist who is close to curing cancer. 

• A seven-month-old foetus that is going to be born severely handicapped. 

• A child killer who needs expensive treatment which could allow him/her several more 

years of life. 

It would be possible to take any of these, or your own examples, and examine how they 

stand up to any secondary precepts you might want to apply. If primary precepts are 

applied literally then the preservation of each life is all that should be considered. 

However, there are other possibilities of perhaps more humane responses, if secondary 

precepts are open to issues such as quality of life.  

8 A couple of concepts may need to be explored in an essay here. Firstly, what exactly is 

meant by good and, secondly, what would count as evidence? In terms of this chapter, a 

reasonable definition of good would be something/someone fulfilling their purpose to 

their full potential. However, this is clearly very difficult to judge as purpose is difficult 

to define in many cases. Alternatively, one could ask, are individuals applying the 

primary precepts to their life choices or do they tend more to utilitarian choices? 

An analysis of good in these terms may lead to examples on both sides. If it can be argued 

that the purpose of human beings is to contribute to the greater good and in a scholastic 

sense include worship, then there would be grounds for some analysis. There are plenty of 

examples of groups whose aim is to improve the lot of humanity, but equally, in a glass-

half-empty way, there are groups who are only interested in their own needs and wants. 



Arguably, on issues such as climate change, there are examples on both sides – immediate 

profit goals versus a concern for the generations of humanity to come. 

Again, this question is more aimed at practising evaluative skills than coming to a ‘right’ 

answer.  

9 An ectopic pregnancy is when a fertilised egg implants outside the womb, most often in a 

fallopian tube. In order to save the woman’s life, the egg has to be removed. If it is 

believed that human life begins at conception, then one life is being saved at the expense 

of another. The doctrine of double effect would say that it is morally acceptable to do this 

even at the cost of failing to keep a primary precept. 

Exam-style question 

To what extent is justice best served by making decisions based on natural law theory? 

Coming soon 

 

  



2 Situation ethics 

1  

i As the word suggests, this view of ethics proposes that there is a set of rules or laws 

which can be applied to any situation. To put it another way, the situation is 

irrelevant. It also suggests that right and wrong can be objectively applied to moral 

questions. Abrahamic religions, for example, can apply the ten commandments when 

asking whether or not something is right or wrong. 

ii This is the opposite of legalism, where there are no rules or ethical systems which can 

be applied to resolve moral issues. As there are no moral obligations, people would be 

free to choose how they want to live and behave. It is worth noting that Fletcher was 

not proposing a lawless society, and to apply antinomianism to his ethics would be 

wrong. 

iii Instead Fletcher sought a middle way: situationism. Coming from a perspective of 

community, the situationist is happy to make use of what a community considers to be 

good or bad. However, these rules can be ignored if the situation demands it. Fletcher 

writes: 

The situationist follows a moral law or violates it according to love’s need… Only the 

commandment to love is categorically good. 

The situation, then, is what has priority and not the rules. 

2 Agape refers to one particular kind of love. Simply put, it is a lover that always puts 

others first. In Christianity, it is the highest form of love associated with the love of God 

for man and man for God. It is exemplified in the selfless love Christ exhibited to 

mankind through his death on a cross. It is important in this context as it is central to the 

ethics proposed by Fletcher. 

3 If by useful the question means it helps resolve ethical questions, then the extent will 

depend on the long-term success or otherwise of any given solution. One of the factors 

which seems immediately to be useful is that it is a person-centred ethic. This should at 

least focus on the needs of individuals rather than applying a theory which takes no 

account of human needs or psychological factors. At the other extreme, if any given 

situation can be manipulated by having no rules to apply then it would not be a useful 

theory at all. 

Fletcher’s theory is much more subtle than either of these extremes and the extent to 

which the theory can be said to be useful will depend on the examples you select to 

justify your argument. Check your examples with your teacher as there is no right or 

wrong answer to this kind of question. 

4 This is a complex question as ‘good’ and ‘bad’, as you should by now be aware, are not 

easily described. This kind of essay is best approached by saying something like, ‘For the 

purpose of this essay I will assume “good” and “bad” have an objective meaning.’ 



It is then easier to assess whether the application of agape is the only way good and bad 

can be judged. One approach might be to argue that ‘love’ as a concept is too nebulous or 

subjective to be of any use in judging whether or not some moral decision is good or bad. 

It is possible, for example, to use the idea of Christian love to come to completely 

opposite decisions when deciding whether to euthanise a relative. 

On the other hand, it is also arguable that ‘love’ applied to a situation is a much more 

compassionate approach to moral problems than more deontological, rule-based 

approaches. There are those, for example, who would argue that laws are often kinder to 

suffering animals than to suffering human beings. 

Another approach may be to explore the oft argued point that hard cases make bad laws. 

Whichever argument is taken, examiners will assess the validity of the conclusions built 

on those arguments and not the personal opinions or assertions of students. 

5 Once again, there are no predetermined answers to this question; the evidence selected by 

the writer will be judged on its relevance and its merits as opposed to other material 

proposed by scholars.  

On one level, person-centred ethics would seem to be a natural and just way to approach 

ethical issues. The immediately obvious issue, though, is the question of conflicting 

solutions – if a particular person is focused on, what happens to another person or other 

persons if their rights are not met? Hospitals have to make decisions like this all the time. 

Focusing on a person who needs a heart transplant may mean that several patients 

needing hip replacements are left to suffer for many months or years.  

Those scholars who believe that rules lead to a fairer outcome would likely argue that it is 

wrong to focus on the person rather than the outcomes for society. Utilitarians, for 

example, would have trouble being person- rather than community-centred in their 

decisions. Kantians would look to a categorical imperative rather than an individual 

outcome. 

Most of the evidence from scholars would therefore suggest that it could be harmful to 

society to place the person at the centre of a moral decision rather than the community. 

6 Some scholars are attracted to absolutist solutions to ethical problems as the rules are 

generally clear and precise and applied to everyone. They are also attractive because they 

are less difficult to use than those solutions that need people to look at everything that 

might be involved in judging a situation. 

An example might be sexual ethics. If a law is applied that the only place for sexual 

relationships is within a committed relationship such as marriage, then solutions to 

questions are clear and easy to see. However, a couple who love each other should make 

their own decision; the situation may affect parents, other friends, society or even 

potential unwanted children. 

Extrapolating from this simple example it should be clear that rule-based ethics are likely 

to solve more questions than those which depend on the situation and outcome of any 

decision. 



7 Pragmatism is the first of Fletcher’s working principles and which he himself said was 

inspired by American pragmatism. These scholars were more interested in ‘what works’ 

rather than discussing theories of good and bad. In rejecting other theories, Fletcher 

proposes that good is only found if ‘Christian love’ can be practically applied to any 

given situation. 

Whether it can be argued that this is not a genuinely moral way of coming to decisions 

will depend on the evidence selected. For instance, ‘what works’ in a practical way in any 

given situation may not fully consider the many factors rippling out from any decision. A 

selfish decision made by a couple about having sexual relations could potentially affect 

the rest of their lives or even generations starting from this one act.  

8 The key to understanding Fletcher’s view on conscience is that he believes it should be 

thought of as a verb and not a noun. Most theories of conscience tend to speak of it as if it 

is a thing, the voice of God in our head, a collection of experiences from childhood, 

which means we are controlled by guilt and many other scholarly descriptions.  

Fletcher proposes that we put ourselves in a situation so that we experience ‘doing’ a 

decision and not apply a concept like an internal voice or the guidance of a divine being.  

9 Again, there is no correct answer to this question. You need to look at the evidence and 

come to your ‘justified’ conclusion. Aquinas proposed a highly complex understanding of 

conscience which involves the divine and reason, and there are many examples of 

effective and helpful uses of this system.  

Alternatively, while Fletcher’s views seem simpler and easier to use on the surface, there 

seem to be many ways it could go wrong when applied beyond the person. If a conscience 

is person-centred decision-making rather than community-centred, then it would seem to 

be less reliable than Aquinas’ understanding of conscience. 

Above is one simple attempt at a response. If you put together a good evaluation coming 

to the opposite conclusion, examiners will still credit you with good marks. 

Exam-style question 

‘Fletcher’s four working principles are of no help when making decisions about the sanctity of 

life.’ Discuss. 

Coming soon 

 

  



3 Kantian ethics 

1   

• The only good thing is the ‘good will’. 

• The good will leads us to our duty which guides our actions 

• The categorical imperative tests a maxim by universalising it. 

• Human beings are ends in themselves and not means to an end. 

Note: These are not the only four possible answers and if you have come up with others, 

check them with your teacher. 

2 Good will is at the centre of Kantian ethics to the extent that he famously proposed that 

nothing is good except the good will. Kant’s merchant example is a good way to 

understand this concept. If a shopkeeper is honest in order to keep her customers coming 

back, then she is not applying the good will. Kant believed that duty is the only reason for 

being honest. 

3 This response follows from question 2. A hypothetical imperative would look like: ‘If I 

want to get this A Level, I must study hard.’ This is not a duty and not coming from the 

good will. 

4  

i This is the idea of universalisation – one should only act in such a way that one’s law 

can be applied to everyone. 

ii This formulation proposes that one should always treat others as ends in themselves 

and never as a means to an end. 

iii All rational men or women should, when universalising their maxim, act as if they are 

making laws as a member of a kingdom of ends.  

5 The categorical imperative can be seen as a successful tool in making ethical decisions to 

the extent that it is straightforward, simple and applies to everyone. However, at the other 

end of the argument, it is not helpful in any way if there are conflicting duties.  

The categorical imperative is also open to the accusation of being compassionless. If 

ethics takes no account of human needs and weaknesses, then it is not a successful tool 

for making ethical decisions. 

6 The three postulates: 

• Kant postulates the existence of a God whose existence is not revealed but proposed 

by human reason. 

• Immortality and an afterlife are important to Kant as it gives humanity hope. 

• Lastly, Kant postulates freedom. Reason would mean nothing without freedom. 



Kant argues that these are necessary, a priori conditions for moral commands. The maxim 

that we should all get our just desserts underlies all other maxims and this does not 

happen in this life. Therefore, we need the postulates to make sense of moral commands 

as if we are not immortal and there is no afterlife, then the underlying maxim is irrational 

and by Kant’s own beliefs immoral. 

7 Duty is arguably a good way of approaching ethical decision-making, as long as it is easy 

to understand where one’s duty lies. One could explore the example of the British 

monarch, whose entire life has been guided by duty. She is also an example of how 

challenging a life dedicated to duty might be. 

On the other hand, if we look at a CEO of a pharmaceutical company, he or she would 

have to be aware of a plethora of duties. There is a duty to keep the public safe, to make 

the drugs affordable, to pay staff reasonably, to keep staff safe, to make profits for the 

shareholders, to consider chemical effects on the environment, and so on. In this example, 

duty is not going to work on its own to solve issues of moral decision-making. 

8 Another way of asking this question would be to ask to what extent Kant’s theories are 

practical. If we lived in a world of absolutes then there are many ways in which it could 

be seen as practical. If, for example, taking human life was always wrong, then it would 

be easy to create a maxim which could be practically applied to everyone. However, as 

we know, in issues such as euthanasia, absolute rules can be compassionless and 

distinctly unhelpful.  

9 Kant believed that all reasonable men given the same information would come to the 

same conclusions. Also given the priority of reason in this ethic Kant goes further and 

says that if a decision was without reason, then it was in fact immoral. It is, therefore, 

easy to accuse Kant of putting reason above all else. 

However, the idea of treating all men as ends and not means could indeed be seen as 

countering this view and recognising the importance of treating all equally and with 

dignity. Also the very concept of universalising a maxim also allows for the introduction 

of virtues to the search for duty and the good will.  

These are clearly oversimplified examples; however, they are the kinds of things worth 

exploring when assessing Kantian ethics. 

Exam-style question 

‘Ethical decisions without compassion can never be right.’ Discuss. 

Coming soon 

 

  



4 Utilitarianism 

1 These approaches to ethical decision-making propose that the consequences of any moral 

decision are more important than the application of absolutist principles. So the priority is 

to look at the end result and how those involved in the decision are affected by it. 

2 This description of utilitarianism comes about because all decisions are ‘relative’ to the 

effect they have on the people or community involved. So conclusions are not drawn 

from precepts or the application of universalised maxims but from an examination of 

what will happen if different decisions are made. Hence the conclusions are relative to the 

outcome and can change if the circumstances change. 

3 This concept is looking at the extent to which an ethic is useful in bringing about the 

maximum happiness and minimum pain. 

4 Many scholars argue against the hedonic calculus for a number of reasons: What might be 

seen as a unit of pleasure? How do you consider the range of people who may be 

affected? And there is the problem of the minority possibly being forgotten. However, 

having said all that, in a democracy at election time politicians are desperate to 

understand what will make the majority of their constituents ‘happy’. 

There are many other ways of answering this question, such as looking at each constituent 

of the hedonic calculus and comparing the strengths and weaknesses of each. 

5 There may be a question as to whether reason enters at all into this kind of moral 

decision-making. However, if it did then the kinds of things an act utilitarian might 

consider could start with: If no-one else knows, is anyone going to get hurt? And the 

relationship would clearly give the couple pleasure. However, if one of the partners thinks 

the sexual relationship is casual and the other is looking for commitment, there is an 

immediate inequality of the potential pleasure and pain. Widening the circle of those who 

are affected, there are spouses to consider and it would also affect their families and 

friends. If the couple in question accepts the effect they are likely to have on other 

people’s lives and on their pleasure/pain, they may choose not to take a selfish approach 

to such an ethical decision.  

This kind of ethical decision highlights one of the problems with utilitarianism – it is 

impossible to judge how much and how many people are affected. 

6 Act utilitarianism proposes that an act is right when it produces the greatest 

pleasure/happiness for the greatest number of people. Rule utilitarianism is a step away 

from individual acts and proposes that rules can be used to bring about the greatest good. 

On the surface, rules that can be applied more generally than examining individual acts 

would seem to have a better chance of bringing about justice. However, there may be 

issues around who writes the rules and how they affect minorities. One way of assessing 

this may be to look at British politics. ‘Rules’ written just after an election are often 

harsher than those written as the next election is approaching. To put it another way, 



‘minorities’ tend to be left out right after an election but as the chance of them becoming 

‘majorities’ approaches, rules/laws may move in their favour.  

This is one of those questions to which there is no easy answer and if it did come up in an 

examination, examiners will look at the scholars and materials you have selected and how 

you assess their views. 

7 To suggest that utilitarianism, in its many forms, is just about mathematical judgements is 

harsh; however, it is a challenge to those who think that good and bad actions can be 

judged this way. One may, in response to this, challenge the word nebulous and say it is 

more of a ‘subjective’ problem. It could be said that good and bad are nebulous because 

they are subjective and there is often no easy agreement on what these words mean. 

Either view, of course, could ask how you can judge the ‘amount’ of pain and pleasure 

experienced by different people in the same moral dilemma. How does one deal, for 

example, with the reality that one man’s meat is another man’s poison? In that simple 

question lies one of the biggest problems for a ‘mathematical’-type decision over ethical 

questions. 

8 Religious and secular attempts at writing about human rights all propose that human 

beings have equal rights and should all be treated equally. When it comes to ethical 

decisions, equality is a very difficult concept as it can be complicated by need or, indeed, 

greed. In Britain, we have private and public medical systems which give faster and 

sometimes better treatment to those who can afford it. It is not hard to find many 

inequalities throughout the world – for example, the battle for women’s education in 

some places. In theory, then, everyone should be treated equally but in practice it is far 

from a reality in many lives. 

9 Many teachers, particularly in the Roman Catholic Church, are clear that the end can 

never justify the means. The idea being that there can never be a good reason for doing a 

bad act. In a utilitarian sense, killing Hitler in 1935 may have been a good thing for 

Europe and the millions who died but it does not stop the belief that murder is wrong. 

Another question often discussed in this area is the use of medical information discovered 

by experimenting on prisoners or those interned in concentration camps. Some would say 

that the pushing forward of medical boundaries is a good thing for the future. However, if 

this information is the result of torturing human beings then some would say it should be 

destroyed since no good can come from evil acts. 

As with many ethical questions, there are no easy answers in this area and selection and 

evidence is what you will be judged on. A modern question that could be explored is 

whether, if a foetus has been aborted for other medical reasons, it could be right to harvest 

its brain cells to cure someone’s Parkinson’s disease. Or if it is a female foetus, can its 

eggs be harvested to help infertile women? 

Exam-style question 

‘Relativist theories stop societies today from being moral.’ Discuss. 

Coming soon  



5 Euthanasia 

1 Literally, this word means a good death. For most people, it means that we should be 

allowed to die without suffering and with dignity.  

2 Sanctity of life points to the belief that all human life is a gift from God and as such a 

holy thing. If it is believed to be ‘holy’ then humanity has no right either to refuse the gift 

or to return it. 

Quality of life is the idea that, with a great deal of suffering and lack of dignity, life may 

not be seen to have sufficient quality for a person to want to live.  

3 Today, with so many drugs and types of treatment, it is possible to extend the life of the 

body beyond the will of a person to go on living. It is possible to distinguish between 

active and passive euthanasia so that there is a difference between actively ‘killing’ 

someone and allowing them to die.  

If, however, doctors feel that a patient is suffering a great deal with no chance of recovery 

and painkillers are having less and less effect, then an ancient belief may indeed cause 

more problems than it solves. On the one hand, it is important to make sure that life in 

general is protected against threats from medical procedures but on the other hand doctors 

should be allowed to decide what is best for their patients.  

This is a moral dilemma which is often in the news as different people, for different 

reasons, challenge the way this belief is enshrined in British laws. 

4 Persistent vegetative state is a condition where much of the brain has been damaged and a 

person has no consciousness of their surroundings. Often they are kept alive by machines 

and families are left with a relative who is neither dead nor alive. 

5 A good case study in this area is that of Tony Bland, who was left in a permanent 

vegetative state after the disaster at the Hillsborough football ground. He only needed 

nutrition and fluids and no medication to be kept alive. His doctor and family felt he 

should be allowed to die, but they had to go to court for a decision. In a simple way, the 

court defined nutrition in this circumstance as medication and effectively allowed passive 

euthanasia. This allowed the family to peacefully bury their son. This allows other 

doctors to do similar things. However, active euthanasia presently still involves having to 

go to court, where it is generally refused. There is of course no way of knowing whether 

or not starving to death in a vegetative state involves suffering or not. 

This leads us back to the question of who has the right – parents, loved ones, doctors or 

possibly a compassionless legal system. Parliament leaves it to the courts but those 

involved with each situation may be in a better position to act in the interests of the 

patient. There are no easier answers to this question and, as ever, examiners will be 

interested in how you reach any conclusion. 

6 This is sometimes known as the slippery slope argument, meaning that while legalising 

euthanasia may help those who are suffering greatly, it could open the door to early death 

for cynical relations who might prefer ‘granny’s money’ to ‘granny’s company’. This is 



one of the things that makes discussions around this area so complex. On the one hand, it 

is held that hard cases make bad laws, but on the other hand, it is arguable that British 

laws allow compassion for animals in a way they do not for human beings. There is much 

that can be discussed in this area and, as ever, there are no simple ‘right’ answers. 

7 The application of primary and secondary precepts is often seen as a harsh way to make 

ethical decisions and particularly in this area of end of life experiences. On one level, this 

may be an unfair interpretation of natural law theory as there is no reason that it could not 

be used for reducing suffering. Alternatively, it can be questioned as to whether or not, 

overall, it is crueller to keep some people alive but suffering, so that many more can be 

protected from laws which might encourage easy rather than dignified deaths. 

The key is to look at different views from a range of scholars, select the material you find 

most convincing and show the examiner why you have come to your conclusion. 

8 One might think that in this area the most important question would be, ‘What is the 

loving thing to do?’ However, the question again raises the issue of how difficult it is to 

judge what really is the loving thing to do. Also if decisions are always made depending 

on the situation, it could be argued that more guidelines than just agape would be 

essential. Here it might be concluded that some level of legislation is important, 

particularly as ‘loving’ may open the door to pragmatic rather than ‘kind’ decisions. 

9 Personal autonomy has many limitations. Children, for example, are too young to make 

decisions for themselves and the older one gets the harder it can be to make autonomous 

decisions. Other adults are mentally and physically capable of making autonomous 

decisions. However, it is also the case that, in order to live in most societies, people have 

to limit their personal freedoms. In terms of autonomy, life is a series of compromises. 

Exam-style question 

‘There is no moral difference between active and passive euthanasia.’ Discuss. 

Coming soon 

 

  



6 Business ethics 

1 There are a number of companies that choose to prioritise social needs over profit from 

which you can select an answer – fair trade companies, the original Cadbury family, 

Body Shop or the mills at New Lanark, for example.  

These companies, and others like them, put the welfare of others before profits. Fair trade 

companies generally pay more for resources so that the producers are given a living wage 

and are not pushed to the limit in terms of their own survival. New Lanark and Bournville 

were built to give workforces decent housing, community areas and access to education 

for the workers’ children.  

2  

i Chief Executive Officer. The Chief Executive Officer is in charge of the daily running 

of an organisation. He or she usually reports to a board and is answerable for the 

smooth running of a corporation. In a charity, the CEO would be responsible for the 

effective operation of the charity. 

ii People who own part of a company through holding shares in that company and who 

expect a regular return on their investment. 

iii This is all the people who have an interest in the well-being and profits of a company: 

customers, investors, suppliers, employees, a local community dependent on workers 

spending in an area, governments taking taxes. The exam board OCR’s stakeholders 

would include: Cambridge Assessment staff, teachers, students and RM, the company 

who run the software facilitating the marking of scripts. 

iv These are companies like Amazon or Starbucks whose presence spreads throughout 

many nations in the world. 

3   

i An example of whistleblowing might occur when a pharmaceutical company is 

cutting corners on the production of a drug, which could lead to harm for sick people 

in need of the medication. 

ii In this example, patients should benefit from the information becoming public as the 

drug company will have to make their drugs safer, if more expensive to them. This 

will likely improve recovery or even save lives. It will cost the company, its 

shareholders and some stakeholders money, both through government regulators 

imposing fines and the cost of producing higher quality pharmaceuticals. 

4 Looking again at companies such as Cadbury, the original family/management discovered 

that a workforce that felt cared for worked harder and exhibited greater loyalty to the 

company. It is from these beginnings that the idea of human resource management grew.  

On the other hand, those whose ethics allow them to treat men and women as economic 

and easily replaceable units are less likely to have good business practice in the long term. 



To put it another way, businesses that treat men and women as means and not ends are 

not going to get the best from their workforce. 

5 It is arguable that a world with many more interconnections and many trade needs could 

lead to the world being a safer place. It could be a place where people are much more 

willing to understand each other’s cultures. 

On the negative side, some Western companies have moved factories and call centres to 

places where workforces are less protected or unionised and are effectively cheap labour, 

creating unemployment in their own countries and exploiting vulnerable people. 

6 On one level, it is hard to see how seeking only the ‘good will’ and never considering 

consequences is a good foundation for business practice. However, it is equally hard to 

object to the idea that each member of a company should be treated as an end and not a 

means.  

While treating workers well may encourage them to work harder, management decisions 

have to take into consideration the needs of all the stakeholders. So a balance has to be 

met between profit and factors such as environmental damage, justice for workers, being 

attractive to investors and retaining customers. Looking at all of these, it is arguable that 

Kantian ethics are indeed too restrictive to allow businesses to flourish. 

7 There is a whole range of possible responses to this question, not least what makes a good 

businesswoman or man – another question where limiting your response is the best way 

to start. It may, therefore, be best to start by saying, ‘For the purposes of this response, I 

will assume good business means making profit and keeping stakeholders happy.’ 

Using this definition makes it easier to approach issues from a utilitarian perspective and, 

if ‘happiness’ for stakeholders were the only issue, it would be a reasonably 

straightforward answer, even though workers’ wages, for example, may be at odds with 

shareholders’ profits. However, the effects of business on, for example, the environment 

raise all kinds of other issues. Everyone is now aware that the cheap and easy way of 

transporting or wrapping goods, namely plastic, has created enormous problems for 

anything living in the ocean, and indeed anyone eating seafood. A focus on stakeholders, 

then, may make good business sense for a company but does not create a good business 

ethic for the planet. 

Again, this is just one of many approaches and anything attempted should be checked by 

your teacher. 

8 Corporations have struggled with this challenge for over 20 years now, with strong views 

on both sides. At one extreme are the views of Milton Friedman, who believed that social 

responsibilities are for individuals and therefore, while possibly in conflict with making a 

profit, not of concern to the stakeholders in a company. Ethics are for individuals, not 

companies. Corporations can make money for their stakeholders, who are then free to 

spend it improving the environment or whatever else they consider should be their 

responsibility. Basically, he is saying let the free market create the resources for the 

individual to be socially aware. In a sense, social responsibility is an individual’s dream 

and impracticable for a company. 



As earlier answers have indicated, though, not everyone would take this approach. 

Kantian maxims could suggest that social responsibility is a categorical imperative; many 

religious ethics insist on corporate social responsibility and, famously, Adam Smith said 

that good ethics is good business. 

There are clearly good arguments and scholarship on both sides of this debate. Decide for 

yourself which scholars have the strongest arguments for whether corporate social 

responsibility is a dream or whether it can be reality, and then explain why some scholars 

seem more convincing than others. 

9 One approach to assessing this issue could be to challenge the question. Producing goods 

and selling them in a free market is good for everyone. The Good Samaritan was able to 

help because he had money. One might propose that it is human greed and lack of self-

discipline which brings about debt and misery.  

On the other hand, the kind of advertising that capitalism has created is often aimed at 

suggesting people need things when in fact it is stretching the literal meaning of ‘need’. 

Will my life be less valuable if I do not have the latest smart phone? Will people look and 

feel better if they use very expensive cosmetics?  

This question is a good way of practising your evaluation skills and thinking through 

what 60 per cent of you grade is demanding of you. 

Exam-style question 

‘Ethical theories are of no help when making business decisions.’ Discuss. 

Coming soon 

  



7 Meta-ethical theories 

1 These are theories that take a step away from what are mostly thought of as ethical 

theories, namely normative theories. Instead, they explore what we actually mean by right 

and wrong or good and bad. So instead of applying Kantian theories or natural law theory 

to ethical questions, scholars are asking a much bigger question, namely ‘what do good 

and bad actually mean?’ 

2   

i In meta-ethics, ethical naturalism proposes that we can ‘know’ objectively what is 

meant by right and wrong. We can have empirical knowledge of objective moral 

properties which are capable of being reduced to natural, non-ethical properties. 

Ethical debate is possible because we ‘know’ what counts as right and wrong. 

ii This theory is like naturalism in the sense that it proposes we can ‘know’ what is right 

and wrong but this time it is because these concepts are self-evident through 

observation of the world. GE Moore proposed this theory having said that naturalism 

had a fallacy at its core.  

iii This theory proposes that we cannot ‘know’ what is right and wrong, rather we can 

only approve and disapprove. There are no such things as moral facts for an emotivist.  

3 Good is used in a range of different ways. Commonly, we say things like ‘that is a good 

sports woman’, ‘that is a good essay’ or ‘that was a good cake’. None of these is making a 

moral judgement. In ethics, on the other hand, good is part of a moral judgement. 

4 This is one of the places on the course where it is possible to make synoptic links and 

demonstrate a holistic approach to your understanding. The philosophers of the Vienna 

Circle raised questions about whether anything which cannot be empirically proved can 

be meaningful. If anyone accepts this as true, then ethical debate is impossible as all 

statements are intrinsically meaningless. This would indeed be a hindrance.  

However, if we return to emotivism and Ayer’s view, both on the verification principle 

and on ethical statements, some would say we can find some clarity. He believes we 

should search for what ethical statements are and not for their meaning. He believes they 

describe emotional states which communicate feelings about a moral dispute. So in a 

factual sense, good and bad do not add anything meaningful but they do express approval 

or disapproval.  

5 Again, this is a good question through which to practise your evaluation skills. Anything 

you have learned in this part of the course can be used in a response, so select the material 

from scholars that you find most convincing and explain why.  

It could be argued, for example, that bullying is wrong and most people, apart from 

bullies, might immediately agree with this. It is easy to see how scholars such as Kant 

would be ‘categorical’ about this being wrong and there is not a precept in natural law 

which would disagree in this case.  



It might also be worth exploring whether this is a fact or merely an expression of 

disapproval and the strengths and weaknesses of various ethical positions. 

Finally, it might be possible to also explore whether or not a bully ‘knows’ it is wrong. 

6 There are several ways of approaching this question and behind it is the question of 

nature or nurture. Many scholars would argue that there are a variety of influences which 

affect the way we develop our morality. Parents, by both what they say and what they do, 

influence our moral beliefs. Teachers and peers are the next influences and, of course, 

what we read in literature, see on television and see and share on social media all have an 

influence on us as we grow and develop our individuality. 

Some of this has been challenged as long ago as the ancient Greeks. Socrates asked why 

the son of a highly moral Senator did not behave with the same moral standards. So is 

there something in individual human nature that overrides the moral examples around us, 

or can it be true that some people are just born bad? If that is the case, then perhaps 

morality cannot be learned. 

7 This idea appears to fly in the face of much of what relativist scholars would say about 

moral decision-making. It is often suggested that morality is dependent on the culture one 

is brought up in and relativists would say that we have no right to judge another culture’s 

moral decisions. However, there are no cultures where murder and lying are not held to 

be wrong. Some may believe that killing other human beings is necessary but not murder, 

which by definition is unlawful killing.  

If everyone lied all the time, then genuine communication would be impossible. If all 

news was ‘fake’, we would never be able to trust anything we are told. 

This does lead to the idea that the truth is out there if we know how to look for it. So it 

might be possible to say that in some moral decisions there are facts which can contribute 

to ethical solutions to some moral questions.  

8 There is an issue in ethics which proposes that because something is happening then it 

ought to happen. David Hume argues that something which we can say ‘is’ happening is a 

factual statement, whereas ‘ought’ and ‘out not’ are value judgements and they should not 

be confused with one another. 

Exam-style question 

‘Ethical decisions are too subjective to ever have absolute moral rules.’ Discuss. 

Coming soon 

  



8 Conscience 

1 The general perception of conscience is of a voice or something within us that tells us 

what is the right or wrong thing to do in any moral dilemma. However, this simplistic 

view immediately runs into the problem that people ‘of conscience’ can sometimes come 

to different conclusions. Added to this are all the problems from the last chapter of 

understanding exactly what is meant by right and wrong.  

There are also issues surrounding the formation of a conscience, assuming it is not an 

innate faculty of humanity. It is the position of many religious organisations that 

individuals should be both responsible to their consciences and responsible for the 

formation of said consciences.  

2  

i Aquinas believed that human beings are created with reason as part of their nature and 

that this reason is a gift from God. This gift allows us to understand the difference 

between right and wrong. 

ii Aquinas believed that human beings are born with a natural inclination towards being 

good and an inclination to avoid evil. During our lives, for Aquinas, with the right use 

of reason we acquire the habit of making right choices.  

iii One way of looking at this is the process of working out the practical application of 

synderesis. This approach is very close to Fletcher’s view that conscience is a verb 

and not a noun. 

3 This is the idea that we could be responsible or not for a state of ignorance. It comes back 

to an earlier thought about some scholars’ beliefs that we should be responsible to and for 

our conscience. For many reasons, both moral and genetic societies believe that incest is 

wrong. If siblings knowingly have sexual intercourse, Aquinas would believe this was 

vincible ignorance as they had a responsibility to know the moral law. However, if 

siblings who have no idea that they are related meet as adults and then have sexual 

relations, he would consider this invincible ignorance.  

4 The story of Oedipus, who unknowingly killed his father and married his mother, is used 

by Freud to illustrate his belief that many adult problems are the result of guilt created by 

subconscious desires to do the same thing. The Electra complex is the female equivalent 

of the same belief.  

5  

i This is a term much used in common parlance. Human beings have an awareness of 

themselves and we often hear comments on others’ egos if it is believed they have an 

overblown view of themselves. It is a concept that we are both familiar with and 

makes sense in our understanding of humanity. 

ii This belief is less easy to justify but one way of thinking about it is to reflect on the 

Roman phrase ‘in vino veritas’ (‘in wine there is truth’). Freud believed the id was the 



unconscious drives and desires which influence human beings. If ego is our reasoning, 

then the id is our basic passions and needs, some of which can be seen if inhibitions 

are released by, for example, drinking alcohol, hence in vino veritas. 

iii The superego gives us the rules and moral controls which help ‘keep the id in its 

place’. In other words, the superego is like an internal nanny which helps us behave as 

the society we belong to expects. While at one level this is speculation on Freud’s 

part, it is certainly true that, as for the id above, the effect of the superego can be 

influenced by taking a variety of drugs. 

6 An assessment of how Freud reaches this view is important before attempting a 

conclusion on justification. He proposed that the superego was formed by nurture rather 

than nature. As human beings grow, society in the form of parents, peers, teachers and 

lawgivers develops the superego. Many of the voices we hear become internalised and 

expectation within and without can come into conflict. The individual’s needs and desires 

can become separated from the expectations of the superego and giving into the ego’s 

wants can create guilt.  

An assessment of this could raise the question as to whether or not guilt is no more than 

the fear of being caught rather than internal conflict. Plato believed that if a man became 

invisible he would no longer behave morally as he could not be caught. 

Whichever approach you take, remember the examiner is not looking for a given answer 

but at your selection and evaluation skills. 

7 Looking at Freud and Aquinas, we have a complete dichotomy on the importance or even 

the existence of God. If, as Freud suggests, conscience is purely a factor of nurture and 

learning to live together in society, then there is no need to speculate about the existence 

of God in any religious sense. 

However, God is integral to Aquinas’ view of conscience. He proposes that to be whole 

we need God. There is a kind of chicken and egg situation here: Does Aquinas as a theist 

propose that God-given reason gives us a conscience or experiencing his own conscience 

does he propose a God? Either way, it is difficult to say one points to the other. 

8 This is straightforwardly the nature/nurture debate. An atheist might approach this 

question by saying that, as there is no evidence for divine influence, a conscience has to 

be the result of other influences. Social factors would be at the top of the list, perhaps 

hard-wiring certain behaviours into the organic machines which are our brains. In other 

words, the kind of culture we grow up in is the greatest influence on what is believed to 

be conscience. Here it is possible to have scholarly support for this view from 

psychologists such as Fromm or Freud. It is important though to assess their success in 

responding to challenges such as the reality that people growing up in the same culture 

can develop what seem to be very different consciences, making radically different moral 

choices from the same information. 

Scholars such as Aquinas and Butler might challenge this by pointing to the need to be 

responsible for our conscience development and the gift given from their understanding 

of God which makes this possible. 



There are a number of ways this discussion could go and examiners are always happy to 

see a justified and supported personal approach. 

Exam-style question 

Critically assess the view that we are responsible to and for our conscience. 

Coming soon 

  



9 Sexual ethics 

1 Responses to this question will depend on individual religious backgrounds. Having 

always taught in Roman Catholic schools, I would start from the teaching that human 

sexuality is a gift from God – a gift which is meant for a couple to grow in a loving 

relationship, which produces children who grow up in a loving family, which helps he 

couple and children to flourish through their religion. 

2 Secularism is the belief that church and state should be separate and that religious views 

should not be taught in state schools. It is easy to see how religious beliefs can be 

challenged but difficult to see what would count in assessing their success. Marriage, for 

example, would still seem to be popular in Britain; however, so is divorce. It is not clear 

though if living in a secular society is bringing about more divorces or the simple fact that 

people are living much longer, and we have different needs at different ages and different 

things seem to be more important: sex, children then companionship. 

Living in a world where there is more understanding of psychological needs and 

awareness that sexuality is not as simple as past ages may have suggested, gender issues 

and sexual orientation in a secular society can be examined in a more open way than 

religious states might allow. If approached from this point of view, then secularism would 

seem to have successfully challenged a monogamous view of human sexuality.  

3 It is clear that there are still many long-lasting loving relationships which have flourished 

through marriage so the question can be challenged at that level; for many people, 

marriage is clearly not irrelevant. It is also arguable that children flourish better in a 

loving family relationship. Many avoid extramarital relationships and it is arguable that 

premarital experiences are harmless. 

However, it is also true that couples whose relationships have become toxic are damaging 

to both each other and any children they have. It is also arguable that an easier approach 

to rules about relationships as suggested in the question may have contributed to this 

situation and that for some marriage is not only irrelevant but seen as something to be 

actively avoided. 

4 There is a sense in which this question follows naturally from the previous ones. Roman 

Catholics, for example, believe that children are important to a marriage and that the only 

way they should be raised is in that kind of loving relationship. They believe that living in 

a sacramental state bestows grace on a family which helps them overcome challenges 

from the wider society. In fact, one of the promises in the marriage ceremony is to accept 

children lovingly from God.  

5   

i A heterosexual person is attracted to members of the opposite sex. 

ii A homosexual person is attracted to others of the same sex. 

6 As definitions, the above responses are correct. However, as a way of looking at human 

sexuality they are arguably too simplistic and when examined in an open and realistic 



way, it is possible to see the difficulty in writing ‘rules’. In the years since Freud, we have 

developed a deeper understanding of human psychology and, more recently, a fuller 

understanding of genetics.  

This raises the question: If human beings have no control over who they are or who they 

are attracted to, then why should religious authorities write rules which may be 

impossible to follow? On the other hand, there is the question of overcoming genetics to 

be a ‘better’ person. We would not accept any standard of behaviour just because it is 

genetically driven. So, at some level, complexity in sexuality does not preclude the 

application of rules; however, they should be sensitive and not cause more problems than 

they solve. 

Clearly, this is another question to which there is no easy or right answer. 

7 A strength of natural law theory is that it encourages a focus on life, seeing reproduction 

as a good thing and saying that casual sex is wrong. It is also a theory that purports to be 

based on human reason and as such is not open to emotional manipulations. Some, 

possibly overly strict, interpretations of natural law theory limit the telos of sexuality to 

reproduction, which led some scholars to argue that genitals used for any other purpose is 

intrinsically evil. 

Some have argued that natural law has not kept up with modern technology and chemical 

or surgical interference with sexuality. However, it is equally possible that it is the 

scholars applying natural law theory who have not used its fuller understanding of ethical 

behaviour to address modern scientific advances. 

8 The phrase ‘person-centred ethics’ hints immediately at the possibility of confusion being 

at the centre of any attempts at writing rules for marriage. Arguably, any exploration of a 

moral question in marriage should be family-centred and clearly families involve a 

complex cauldron of needs. Prioritising any individual’s needs, as person-centred, 

inevitably leads to confusion if not conflict.  

It would seem that rules of the kind produced by natural law or Kantian theories are much 

more effective than seeking to examine each and every particular situation. One would 

seek to find the most loving thing to do in any situation and, arguably without strong 

guidelines at least, confusion will indeed reign. Situation ethics may of course come into 

their own in hard situations, which notoriously bring about bad laws. 

9 It ought to be recognised that within utilitarianism lies a wide range of possible 

approaches to moral problems – a simplistic interpretation of the hedonic calculus, for 

example, where the greatest pleasure to all concerned may well allow the minority to 

suffer. Decisions made by heterosexuals, for example, may lead to the suffering of 

homosexuals and other sexual orientations. Indeed, British laws made homosexual 

practice a crime until 1967; often referred to as the blackmailer’s charter, it clearly caused 

suffering.  

Mill’s refection of the unfairness of majority vs. minority brought about his principle of 

non-harm and the addition of higher and lower pleasures into moral decision-making. On 

the other hand, it is naive to say that as long as a couple is happy in what they are doing 



then it is morally acceptable; naive because it is unlikely that each individual in a sexual 

relationship has the same expectations. So one of them or their wider family is likely to 

suffer at some point.  

At the very least then utilitarianism applied to sexual ethics is going to do some harm. It 

is for individual writers to decide what material they select to reach a conclusion on this 

question. 

10 Once again, in this question it is clear that there is not a simple response and exploring 

different parts of Kantian ethics may lead to different conclusions. It would be difficult, 

for example, to find a maxim that is universalisable which would morally allow 

homosexual practices as a norm as the human race would arguably cease to exist. 

On the other hand, if one were to apply the principle that all men (and women) should be 

treated as ends and not means, then homosexuals should be treated in the same way as 

heterosexuals and with as many rights.  

The last four answers demonstrate some of the issues raised when applying the ethical 

theories you have studied to practical ethical questions. They are by no means meant to be 

comprehensive or cover all that is worth considering; they are simply a brief look at the 

kind of material you need to consider. 

Exam-style question 

‘Legislation should have no place in private decisions about sexual behaviour.’ Discuss. 

Coming soon 


