THREE BROAD TYPES OF ETHICAL THEORY: L

Ethical theories are often broadly divided into three types: i) Consequentiality theories, which are
primarily concerned with the ethical consequences of particular actions; ii) Non-consequentiality
theories, which tend to be broadly concerned with the intentions of the person making ethical decisions
about particular actions; and iii) Agent-centered theories, which, unlike consequentiality and non-
consequentiality theories, are more concerned with the overall ethical status of individuals, or agents,
and are less concerned to identify the morality of particular actions. Each of these three broad
categories contains varieties of approaches to ethics, some of which share characteristics across the
categories. Below is a sample of some of the most important and useful of these ethical approaches.

1. Consequentiality Theories:
.

The Utilitarian Approach: Utilitarianism can be traced back to the school of the Ancient Greek
philosopher Epicurus of Samos (341-270 BCE), who argued that the best life is one that produces the
least pain and distress. The 18th Century British philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) applied a
similar standard to individual actions, and created a system in which actions could be described as good
or bad depending upon the amount and degree of pleasure and/or pain they would produce. Bentham’s
student, John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) modified this system by making its standard for the good the more
subjective concept of “happiness,” as opposed to the more materialist idea of “pleasure.”

Utilitarianism is one of the most common approaches to making ethical decisions, especially decisions
with conseguences that concern large groups of people, in part because it instructs us o weigh the
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. The Common Good Approach: The ancient Greek philosophers Plato (42?—34? BCE) ;nq
Aristotle (284-322 BCE) promoted the perspective that our actions should contribute to ethical
communal life life. The most influential modern proponent of this approach was the French philosopher
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), who argued that the best society should be guided by the “general
will” of the people which would then produce what is best for the people as a whole. This approach to
ethics underscores the networked aspects of society and emphasizes respect and compassion for others,
especizally those who are more vulnerable.

2. Non-consequentiality Theories:

. The Duty-Based Approach: The duty-based approach, sometimes called deontological ethics, is
most commonly associated with the philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), although it had impacrtant
precursors in earlier non-consequentiality, often explicitly religious, thinking of people like Saint
Augustine of Hippo (354-430), who emphasized the importance of the personal will and intenticn (anc
of the omnipotent God who sees this interior mental state) to ethical decision making. Kant argued that
doing what is right is not about the consequences of our actions (something over which we ultimately
have no control) but about having the proper intention in performing the action. The ethical action is
one taken from duty, that is, it is done precisely because it is our obligation to perform the action
Ethical oblig;tions are t.he same for all rational creatures (they are universal), and knowledge of what'
these obligations entail is arrived at by discovering rules of behavior that are not contradicted by reason.
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The Divine Command Approach: As its name suggests, this approach sees what is right as the

same as what God commands, and ethical standards are the creation of God’s will. Following God's will
|s‘seen as the very definition what is ethical. Because God is seen as omnipotent and possessed of free
will, God could change what is now considered ethical, and God is not bound by any standard of right or
wrong short of logical contradiction. The Medieval Christian philosopher William of Ockham (1285-1349)
was one of the most influential thinkers in this tradition, and his writings served as a guide for
Protestant Reformers like Martin Luther (1483-1546) and Jean Calvin (1509-1564). The Danish
philosopher Seren Kierkegaard (1813-1855), in praising the biblical Patriarch Abraham’s willingness to
kill his son Isaac at God’s command, claimed that truly right action must ultimately go beyond everyday
morality to what he called the “teleological suspension of the ethical” again demonstrating the
<omewhat tenuous relationship between religion and ethics mentioned earlier.

3. Agent-centered Theories:

. The Virtue Approach: One long-standing ethical principle argues that ethical actions should be
consistent with ideal human virtues. Aristotle, for example, argued that ethics should be concerned with
the whole of a person’s life, not with the individual discrete actions a person may perform in any given
situation. A person of good character would be one who has attained certain virtues. This approach is
also prominent in non-Western contexts, especially in East Asia, where the tradition of the Chinese sage
Confucius (551-479 BCE) emphasizes the importance of acting virtuously (in an appropriate manner) ina
variety of situations. Because virtue ethics is concerned with the entirety of a person’s life, it takes the
process of education and training seriously, and emphasizes the importance of role models to our
understanding of how to engage in ethical deliberation.

. The Feminist Approach: In recent decades, the virtue approach to ethics has been
supplemented and sometimes significantly revised by thinkers in the feminist tradition, who often
emphasize the importance of the experiences of women and other marginalized groups to ethical
deliberation. Among the most important contributions of this approach is its foregrounding of the
principle of care as a legitimately primary ethical concern, often in opposition to the seemingly cold and
impersonal justice approach. Like virtue ethics, feminist ethics concerned with the totality of human life
and how this life comes to influence the way we make ethical decisions.




