
Lecture on Moral Theories 

I. Introduction 

• Moral Theory: an account of why an action is right or 

wrong, or why a person or a person’s character is 

good or bad.  

• There are two main types of moral theories: 

i. Theories of Right Action: these theories focus on 

what makes actions right or wrong.  

1. Consequentialist Theories: the rightness of 

actions depends solely on the 

consequences of those actions.  

2. Deontological Theories: there is an intrinsic 

nature to right vs. wrong action. 

ii. Virtue Based Theories: theories that focus on 

good or bad persons or characters.  

• Break into groups to discuss specific Moral Theories 

Discussed on pages 36-46. In your group try to 

answer the following questions: 

i. What is the moral theory? How does that theory 

approach moral questions? 

ii. What are the main concepts associated with that 

moral theory? 

iii. How does that theory approach bioethical 

issues? 

II. Utilitarianism 



• Utilitarianism: a consequentialist theory that argues 

that right actions are the ones that maximize overall 

happiness, and wrong actions are ones that produce 

the reverse of happiness.  

• Two major types of utilitarianism: 

i. Act Utilitarianism: the rightness of actions 

depends solely on the relative good produced by 

individual actions.  

ii. Rule Utilitarianism: the right action is the one 

that conforms to a rule that, if followed 

consistently, would create for everyone the most 

beneficial balance of good over evil.  

• The ultimate goal under this theory is to positively 

effect the greatest number of people. Bring about the 

greatest good for the greatest number. 

• One of the great strengths of utilitarianism is that it 

can help us balance competing interests and it can 

justify the sacrifice of some in order to achieve the 

greatest good for everyone else.  

• The flip side is that utilitarianism can also justify 

sacrificing innocents in order to maximize overall 

happiness.  

III. Kantian Ethics 

• This is a moral theory framework that was develop by 

the German Philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804).  

• It is a deontological ethical theory.  



• Based on the concept of the Categorical Imperative: a 

command to do something that applies without 

exception. 

• For Kant, there is just one Categorical Imperative, but 

it takes on a variety of different but equivalent 

formulations. 

• We will focus on two of these formulations: 

i. Formula of Universal Law: “Act only on that 

maxim through which you can at the same time 

will that it should become a universal law.”  

ii. Formula of Humanity: “Act in such a way that 

you always treat humanity, whether in your own 

person or that of another, never simply as a 

means, but always at the same time as an end.”  

• One benefit of this theory is that it really does justice 

to human freedom and autonomy and it does not 

allow for the sacrifice of some to benefit others.  

• Kant’s theory is very rigid and does not allow for 

much flexibility.  

IV. Rawls’ Contract Theory 

• Contractarianism or Social Contract Theory: 

conceptualizes morality on the idea of a social 

contract or agreement, among individuals, for mutual 

advantage. 

• The most influential version, which we will look at, 

was articulated in the 1970’s by John Rawls (1921-

2002), an American philosopher.  



• Rawls tries to come up with principles for regulating 

society that everyone in society could agree to.  

• So he asks us to imagine choosing principles for 

organizing society from “behind a veil of ignorance” 

in which we are ignorant about where in that society 

we will end up.  

• Behind this Veil of Ignorance we are ignorant of those 

factors that would cause us to be biased or unfair. 

Factors like our age, gender, sex, ethnicity, income 

level, disability, intelligence, social position, etc.  

• The idea is that as rational individuals, ignorant of our 

position in society, we wouldn’t choose principles for 

regulating society that could potentially disadvantage 

us.  

• For example, in this situation we wouldn’t choose a 

society that had a system of slavery because we could 

find ourselves in the position of being a slave.  

• Rawls argues that in following this procedure we 

would select the following two principles of justice: 

i. Each person is to have an equal right to the most 

extensive total system of liberty compatible with 

similar liberty for all.  

ii. Social and economic inequalities are to be 

arranged so that they are both: 

1. To the greatest benefit of the least 

advantaged 



2. Attached to offices and positions open to all 

under conditions of fair equality of 

opportunity.  

• This framework is very useful for evaluating whether 

a society or a particular law is just. We simply ask, 

would that societal arrangement or that legal 

framework be selected from behind a veil of 

ignorance? 

V. Virtue Ethics 

• This is our first Virtue Based Theory.  

• The most famous proponent of this approach to 

ethics was the Ancient Greek Philosopher Aristotle 

(384-322 BCE).  

• This approach really focuses on developing certain 

character traits or habits and sees good action 

flowing from those traits.  

• On this framework we are less concerned with 

specific actions being right or wrong, but focus 

instead on developing the right kind of character 

traits. 

• This approach will start with some conception of the 

function or purpose of an individual or group.  

• For Aristotle his focus is on the function or purpose of 

a human being, but we can focus on the function or 

purpose of particular medical professionals such as 

doctors or nurses or EMT’s or medical technicians, 

etc. 



• Virtues are then defined as qualities or characteristics 

that enable these entities to carry out their functions 

to the highest degrees, and vices are qualities that 

hinder or prevent these entities from performing 

their functions. 

• Actions and behaviors are then evaluated to the 

degree that they are consistent with the cultivation, 

development, and expression of these virtues.    

• Take the case of an ER Nurse. What is the function or 

purpose of an ER Nurse? Urgently care for people 

who come in as quickly and as efficiently as possible, 

and to support the ER doctor.  

• What qualities or characteristics would expect in a 

good ER nurse that would allow them to perform 

their function as effectively as possible? 

i. Awareness of what is happening to a patient and 

in the ER in general. 

ii. Compassion. 

iii. Critical Thinking. 

iv. Nerves of Steel. 

v. Discernment and ability to prioritize care in an 

objective fashion.  

vi. Defer to the doctor, but also a willingness to 

confront the doctor when the doctor is in error.  

vii. Knowledgeable 

VI. Ethics of Care 



• This is a framework that develops out of virtue ethics 

and is motivated in part by feminist critiques of other 

ethical approaches we have looked at.  

• The Ethics of Care takes as its starting point existing 

relationships among individuals.  

• “The heart of the moral life is feeling for and caring 

for those whom you have a special, intimate 

connection.”  

• If we look at theories like Kant or Utilitarianism, these 

are extremely impartial and objective. Within these 

theories one has the same moral obligation to a 

complete stranger than one has to one’s child.  

• By contrast the ethics of care argues that one has 

special moral responsibilities to those one has special 

relationships with.  


