
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 one’s that maximize overall 

happiness, and wrong actions are one’s 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.  


