
Moral Reasoning in Bioethics 

I. Introduction to Ethics and Bioethics 

• Ethics vs. Morality: 

i. Morality concerns people’s moral judgments 

about right and wrong, good and bad, etc.  

ii. Ethics is the study of morality using the tools and 

methods of philosophy.  

• Descriptive Ethics: an account of how people actually 

reason about moral issues. This is the province of 

psychologists, anthropologists, sociologists, and 

economists.  

• Philosophical Ethics has three main branches: 

i. Normative Ethics: the search for, and 

justification of, moral standards and norms.  

ii. Metaethics: the study of the meaning and 

justification of basic moral beliefs. 

iii. Applied Ethics: the use of moral norms and 

concepts to resolve practical moral issues.  

1. Bioethics: applied ethics focused on health 

care, medical science, and medical 

technology.  

II. Ethics and the Moral Life 

• When we talk about moral norms or values, the 

generally possess four important characteristics: 

i. Normative Dominance: moral norms should 

dominate or override any other norms or 



considerations we might have. The fact that 

something is moral is a reason to do it; the fact 

that something is immoral is a reason not to do 

it.  

ii. Universality: moral judgments or principles apply 

in all relevantly similar situations.  

iii. Impartiality: everyone should be treated equally, 

and moral norms apply to all of us equally. This 

also involves a prohibition on discriminating 

against people in ways that aren’t morally 

relevant.  

iv. Reasonableness: our moral norms and values 

must be able to be justified and backed up with 

good reasons. “That just my opinion,” or “That’s 

how I was raised,” or “I feel that way,” or 

“Because X said so,” are not good reasons or 

justifications. 

III. Moral Principles in Bioethics 

• In Bioethics, there are a number of core values that 

guide and shape many of the debates that we will 

encounter.  

i. Autonomy: a person’s capacity for self-

governance or self-determination. The ability to 

direct one’s own life and choose for one’s self.  

1. Informed Consent: patients are freely 

allowed to consent to or decline treatment, 



and they must be given the information 

they need in order to make these decisions.  

2. Harm Principle: we can limit autonomy only 

in situations where people will cause harm 

to others. This is a very libertarian 

conception of autonomy.  

3. Paternalism: the overriding of a person’s 

action or decision for their own good.  

ii. Nonmaleficence: “We should not cause 

unnecessary harm or injury to those under our 

care.”  

iii. Beneficence: we should do good to others. 

iv. Utility: we should produce the most favorable 

balance of good over bad (or benefit over harm) 

for all concerned.  

v. Justice: people getting what is fair or what they 

deserve. 

1. Retributive Justice: the fair meting out of 

punishment for wrongdoing.  

2. Distributive Justice: the fair distribution of 

society’s advantages and disadvantages.  

a. Libertarian Theories: emphasize 

personal freedom and the right to 

pursue one’s own social and economic 

well-being in a free market without 

interference from others.  



b. Egalitarian Theories: a just distribution 

is an equal distribution.  

• In your groups, do the following (Bioethics pp. 9-13): 

i. Define your assigned value. 

ii. Explain any other concepts or distinctions 

relevant to understanding that value. 

iii. Explain how that value impacts bioethical 

debates. 

iv. Apply that value to the UCLA Schizophrenia 

Study described on page 253.  


