Religion and ethics
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This chapter gives essential background to the understand ng f st
* discussion. It begins by seeing how ethics affects and permeates

| daily life, not only in making decisions about actions but in ma.
 judgem gg;&(ﬁn*&?_ovim good .f...mﬂm.
.l\m’tz—,. It relates ethical thought to practical reasor
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When we hear or think of the term ‘ethics’ we recognise that we are
talking about the good life. and how we might live - that is t est
of morality.

it is essential when embarking on ethical studies to be cor
what is involved in the ethical life. When we hear that we shc
gﬁiissggioan-?nuaa do, or what ws
ocn.aoﬁ; to do. But that is not the total of what is req y the
ethical fe. To be sure, we do have 1o act. There are things we
and things we should do. There are also things we ought not t 2
..3- 3 things we ought 1o do, but which we leave undone. £a thes
.;a.i:ﬁ-.?.

Even when we have listed 3l these, there are other activities whih
N”woz of the moral life. We raise young people. How should we do
im.o..diyz is :..auo,oa We want those children to have? Sometimes

asked 10 advise others. What is the right thing to seex wher
g?ﬂm—g‘&(*‘ for our own good. or .«o.- the sake of

others. ._....Rn..rn_.__sa_ Sometimes have to make judgements on the ac10ns ¢
33 i one has
performed 2 right simply about whether someone has

responsibi Of Wrong act, but whether he or she should be heid
gﬂnﬁk«spg argued that we cannot hold someont
30 act if that person acted in unavoidable ignorance of

10 do 50. This view was subsequently adopted in

2 Person and community

requirements. | need to relate
q eed to
hers who help t oply my needs. just as | find

responsibility, rnights and obligations must arise out
thes mutual need. Alan Cewirth gives a detailed
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3 Ethical life

then it foliows that it
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of understanding

entailed in the moral ife

Plato attempted, not successfully, to moral life flowed
properly from our understanding of the Form of the Good. His was an
essent ally ntellectualist account. For him, wrongdoing is always the result
of ignorance. This is psychologically ncing. | can know that some
activity, such as smoking, 15 harmt do it anyway. The smok g
hadst ., not the result of ignorance of why it 1S harmiul but must have
some other explanation

I this is true, sSmMp

y knowing what is right or wrong is not enough t¢

direct our behaviour. Aristotle and a rich tradition since his time argue

that moral life require
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ed in the size of canvas he may use, and by many other ¢
& 3Ctoee

anann .
He brings not only intellectual skill to the creation of his paintine &+ .
accumulated experience of materials, awareness of his own p "8 bus

Pamntine

abilities and their limitations, as well as years of practice and eyne.
If Aristotle is right, moral thinking has something of the (9.‘ p Meng
aithough there are differences. In art, the artist may make 2 dei e,
error as part of the art (Josef Haydn loved to do this in his mus berate
deliberate error seems not to be acceptable in morality in f.m . B
Nevertheless, moral judgement does seem o require careful tho
the ability to work out what is right and wrong. But it alsc S
out what is practically manageable, in the circumstances in 54 ,..M., "

(b) Ethics and the person

If, as suggested, ethics is about the person in community, then it folious
that we need to have some agreement about the nature of the
and what he or she is owed in our moral duties.

Agreement on this is hard to find. In ethical discussion, there is 3
large literature on natural human rights. In the natural law tradit
Chapter 10), thinking about ‘right reason in accordance with nature’
assumed that we have rights simply because we are human. The U ,_M
States Declaration of Independence, from July 1776, is unequivocat:

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all mer
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with cer
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life
pursuit of Happiness.

The assumption that we are endowed with rights makes |
discussion. The claim, 'l know my rights!’ seems to follow every per
injustice that someone suffers.
) Yet it is not self-evident to philosophers that we have such rgnts
is their origin? What are these rights? When you study utilit sm
you will discover that the theory dismisses any theory of nat

&_.B. arguing that a notion of natural rights interferes with 17 03¢
gaﬁ best possible outcome. From a different perspective the
American philosopher Ronald Dworkin (1931-2013) argued that ght
were not to be understood absolutely. In Life’s Dominion: An Argumert
About Abortion, Euthanasia and Individual Freedom (1993), he 2/2U€5
that we should instead see a human life in investment terms, and 17
- e

5&9&;«9 incrementally. If a young person dies at 20, it is an I”
? . So much has been invested in her by way of care and =¥
but littie return has been given. This life is so much more sign’' ant tha’
”“n“-“.“& vﬁuo: i-..o has paid back society through all sh¢ has g"

whom little investment has been made 2
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that can be taken dignity, are central. Human dignity is not @ posSes
: .§. as freedom may be in some circumstances we
are dignified in being ourselves. It is the essence of being hu™?" .
9_”“@9&; emphasise that we are children of God. Fro™ th ,,,”...
an insistence on the sacredness of life and the infinite ¢ oy e

human person.

However, th

seems at .m : a‘ncﬁcoa of the status of the person is developed, it

& least clear that ethics makes sense only in terms of human
activity. It is about persons and for persons.

(c) Ethics and language
to It the ideas we use to understand the world. We

use language to tell others our memories and activities. We also use it
when we think out the meaning of what we are doing or have done. We
use language to reach judgements, to advise, to give instructions or to
make requests. We use language to give thanks, whether to other people
or to God. We use it to teach and learn, to encourage or to condemn, to
complain or to praise

Being human and being speaking persons are intricately entwined. If we
are in constant relationship with each other, and we speak in but also
about those relationships, then we cannot think about morality without
thinking about the language we use

The guestions to think about in relation to language are not simply
questions about the meaning of words or sentences. They are questions
about how they are or should be used. If | describe someone as ‘good’,
what am | saying about her? After all, ‘good’ is used in so many ways
it as a term of moral approval: for example, when |
say ‘Mother Teresa was a good person, of 'Giving to the poor is good’
use the term in non-moral ways, such as when | praise
nod at something: ‘Picasso was a good artist’ of
Marin Alsop is a good conductor. Again, | may use it to express pleasure
cod meal.! Sometimes | use ‘good” as

That was 3 good
sometimes as an encouragement on a

Sometimes we use

But sometimes
someone for being g

a description
student’s piece of work

nd non-moral uses of ‘good’ are
significant for ethics, but there are also deep questions
+ whether 'Giving alms to the poor IS

to consider about ¥
good is 3 descriptive sentence like ‘Everest is a high
These questions are called metaethical, and

Both moral a

mountain
will be important in your Year 2 work.

(d) Ethics and religion

schools in conjunction with, or as part of, the
Such a connection has value All the great
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Many Christian philosophers including St Thomas Aquina :
M,w St John Pau 1. would argue that this interpretation gets things
n op JOf >

: v“ way round. Murdef theft, adultery and lying are forbidden
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themselves by reason. Natural law theory argues that what is , #
wrong is knowable by reason On this view, the Ten Commandmens.
simply sum up what we should know by reason

This view seems to have a good biblical foundation. The jews hesa.
badly and God gives Moses the Ten Commandments. He does *» ,
tell his people something new but forcibly to remind them of whas w.
ought to have known very well Evil and wrongdoing happen in Cens
before the Commandments are promulgated, as we can see in the 15
of Noah and the Flood or Abel's murder by Cain. These actions are
presented as those of people acting in ignorance ~ the wrongdoer « -
given the excuse that he couldn’t know he had done wrong because s
Ten Commandments had not yet been set out. Much later i1 the he _
Testament, St Paul says:

equivaient to

[

g — boo!” This theory was held by, among others

Kby
Rudolf Carnap and A |. Ayer

8 Subjectivism: the view that x is right because | say so and for no
other reason. This view is held most notably by Existentialists such as
ean-Paul Sartre or Martin Heidegger

® Relativism: the view that rightness is culturally or religiously
Cetermined. Incompatible positions are justifiable by their cultural
roots. This view is surprisingly common today, especially in the form
of vulgar relativism, which holds that as all beliefs are relative, all
should be tolerated. The theory has only to be stated for its absurdity
to be apparent: if there is 2 requirement to be tolerant, then there is
after all, a universal principle of tolerance. If there is a single universal
prinCipie, then this version of relativism is contradictory

8 Divine command theory: the view that x is right because God

commands it This view is rejected by most Chnistian philosophers,

When Centiles, who do not possess the Law do

what the Law requires, these, not having the La

themseives. They show that what the Law requires ncluding St Thomas Aquinas, Martin Luther and Pope St john Paul I, It

their hearts, to which their own conscience alsc s sometimes found in some - but not all — Evangelical circles

and their conflicting thoughts will accuse or perh 8 Natural law theory: believes that moral rightness can be determined
through careful reflection on the facts of the world: right reason in

on the when, according to my gospel, God, thr
z QQV. g 2Ny g r.. U | accordance with nature” Anistotie. Cicero, St Thomas Aguinas, Richard
hrist, will judge the secret thoughts of 2 Key quote cC th natu t : S
Hooker, Hugo Grotius and, today, john Finnis, support this view.
Romans 214-% system of morality which is
A . c ‘..FvL._F Metaethics will be studied in more depth in the second year of the
: based on rela IOn
Notice the mention of the law written on men's hearts, © rech they r o: n.kw,manO — purse. For the moment you need only 10 understand what metaethical
can work out what is right and wrong, Closer ¢ values is a mere illusion. A SRR
. Ser 10 Our own Lrr the Tuture g Questions are abou
vulgar conception

Archbishop of Canterbury, William Temple, was categorica which has nothing sound in it
. and nothing true Ray Se

In its nature, the moral judgement is quite wholly ince;
oo Socrates Emotivism A theory that argues that ethical statements do no more than
William Temple: The Kingdo Q328 : evince emotions, having no factual content. These statements do not
T e express emotion as the emotion might not be feit by the speaker.
Of course. some religious peopie insist i 2 Key person Subjectivism The view that all ethical judgements are simply statements
the commands of scripture, thi 52 LIS s = S A g of the speaker’s beliefs and are right because the speaker says they are.
thinking that x is wrong just because the 3die ¢ and for no other reason

Divine command theory (sometimes called theological voluntarism) The
theory that something is right because God commands it, rather than
believing that God commands something because it is right.

Natural law ‘Right reason in accordance with human nature”. This can be
gggnga&_ﬁignu%&q’cg%

Existentialism A philosophical movement that believes the universe
just exists and has no meaning in itself. Any value it has is the meaning
each individual chooses to give it Famous existentialists include Seren
Klerkegaard, Martin Heidegger, Karl Jaspers and Jean-Paul Sartre.

Vulgar relativism The belief that as every value judgement is relative,
all should be tolerated. The position s contradictory because tolerance
would be 3 universal value, not a relative one.

?Q.ﬂ!gsg?gésﬂ&kggqnﬂv: ‘...w!.u
Suppase a critic were 1o 53y, ‘So if God changed his mind and decded 1o
gﬁ.vﬂ*&«ﬂ&gnngx then we shoud all &
89.3_._*?},&3.&&8& certainly say, ‘But God would not
e e 5 their reply, it suggests that there really s sor 1"
giﬂd&oﬁggz&aémwﬂﬁm? vould not
gg;ﬂu%ﬂg&t&é n themselves

4 Theories of ethics

l.'.llf’ffl:l’fl" | T
gl&i’dﬂ-ﬂr inguish three areas of enqu ry: normative
what we mean 33..9»_ eory of ethics. It involves questions suh #
g!&_&.”. =% like ‘right’. ‘wrong’, ‘good’, ‘bad, and import
and law. Sory ?Q&tﬂuQ?d relationship between &<

e Y significant metaethical theories include

emotion .&ﬁ! that ethical sentences simply evince [e hibitl
no wai S.—?ngg .R_:_DN is wrong_ s gy

The main concern of the first year of your course Is normative ethics
¢ consists of particular theories of how we ought to live. An important
ision is between deontic ethics, which emphasises what we should do
vision is Detwee

rtue ethics), which emphasises the type of persons
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and aretaic ethics (v

we should strive to De




Aretaic ethics are associated with Aristotle and his followers, both
ancient and modern. Alisdair Macintyre, Philippa Foot, G. E. M. Anscompbe
and Martha Nussbaum are key writers in the modern tradition. The
perception that it is not enough to perform a good act is crucial to this
school of thought. One might perform a just act for an unjust reason
One can never be a just person without performing just acts. But
performing just acts does not make one a good person. Motivation and
character are crucial.

Deontic ethics are normally split into two kinds:

1 Teleological theories (often called consequentialist) determine what
is good by outcomes: x is seen as good because it leads to good
results. Some well-known theories of this kind include:
® Utilitarianism which holds that we should seek always the

greatest balance of good over evil. This does not mean ‘the
greatest good of the greatest number’ as the theory is sometim:
inaccurately described. It is important to notice that this theor
stresses the idea that we should always follow this one principls
The theory has no room for any view of natural rights. Rights
get in the way of utility. Supporters of this theory include Jeremy
Bentham, John Stuart Mill, Henry Sidgwick, and, more recently
Derek Parfit and Peter Singer. .

® Egoism (not egotism, which is not a moral theory, but simply
refers to complete selfishness) is an ethical theory which vm,,,,\m.,'
that we should all seek to act in our own best interests. It argue
:&w if everyone did this, we would all achieve the best results
w_,r_u approach is presupposed in many theories of economics
__.K_cn..w.m some types of free market theory.

° mﬁ:o.n.o: ethics, generally associated with Joseph Fletcher, argue
that in nwa: situation we should do that which will produce the
most loving outcome. This approach is sceptical about rules,
arguing that always following rules can lead to cruel and unlov
consequences.

2 novaox:“”_aoon.“n-_ n.:ooza argue that something is right in itself-

= ....S.G are often understood to emphasise the primacy of
mav:nmqhmﬂmnﬂ_wﬂhmﬂa.@ oﬁ. consequences. The categorical
it thoips in its first 33_ n.?: we should act only on
ki at the same time will to be universal law, in
it :ﬁ”mm””ﬂ_a h\o:wﬂ 3s to treat people always as ends
IR Y- What matters above all is having a

® Agapism stresses love. It hol
1s al ' Thi

-  pie aooa This theory has few philosophical adherents —

appears to make it impractical i
S O TTE I and emphasises its distance from
other views, including those of Christianity.

® Divine command the o 2
as well as under 2 also sometimes appears in this category
the guise of a metaethical view.
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Background
.N.mw—no_bnmnu_ and deontological theories:

aword of caution
H..'go: between deontological and teleological

than dogmatic categories.

_ The American philosopher William K. Frankena
- (1908-94), especially in his very influential textbook (
 Ethics (1973), devoted attention to systematic
g of ethical theories, especially in the
- dstinction between teleological and deontological
Dfies. The result of the distinction was to create
- ddimate of discussion in which people became
- ESediessly wrapped up in whether a given theory is
x Ontological or teleological, often at the expense of
ting on what the theories said.

.-&332_

teas

%es is best understood in terms of orientation

¥d this deontological, which has led many
Kant as strictly unconcerned with
ces. But this is to misread him. As you

o our duty because it is our duty, not because
10 good outcomes. This is deontological, but.

- Same time, when he comes to working out what
Fduty is, he becomes consequentialist. The principle
*rsalisation says that we can only treat as

John Stuart Mill (1806-73): English utilitarian, Liberal politician and
social philosopher. Brought up on utilitarian principles by James Mill, his
father, and jeremy Bentham. Major works include Utilitarianism (1863)
and On Liberty (1859). His marriage to Harriet Taylor greatly influenced
his thinking on social policies. Supported womens' legal rights. His basic
philosophical position is that all knowledge is based on experience and
that our desires and beliefs are products of psychological laws. Ethics,
for example, are based on the psychological law that all humans desire
to be happy (although he famously differed from Bentham in that he
considered that intellectual pleasures are higher than other forms of
happiness). MP for Westminster 1865-68, until defeated by W. H. Smith
(of the bookseller’s). Godfather to Bertrand Russell.

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804): Philosopher from Konigsberg in East
Prussia. One of the greatest thinkers in history, attempted to reconcile
the insights of the Rationalists, such as Descartes and Leibniz, and the
Empiricists such as Locke, Hume and Berkeley. Author of The Critique of
Pure Reason, the Critique of Practical Reason and Groundwork of the

Metaphysic of Morals

moral an action that we are willing for everyone to do.
Also we should treat people always as ends, never as
means only. Both these principles are consequentialist,
and do not make sense without thinking about
outcomes. William Temple always treated Kant
consequentially and there are interesting essays taking
this view in Essays on Derek Parfit’s On What Matters
(2009). Perhaps we can say of Kant that the right-
making feature of his theory is whether we have done
our duty, which is deontological, but determining that
duty requires 3 teleological approach

in the same way, natural law is occasionally rather
oddly described as 2 deontological theory, though .:
commonly understood as a teleological
right reason in
0od in terms

is much more
one. For Aristotle and Aquinas,
accordance with nature’ is to be underst
of the consequences for human flourishing.

The important thing to remember is that .
philosophers who devise or outline ethical Soo:nm do
not begin their work by thinking ‘I am mo,_:m to write
a deontological theory about how to live'. ;nx set
out what they believe is right. Any categorising comes
later, and by others @

The best way to think of Frankena’s categories is

that they illuminate the general direction of theories.

They are not definitive pigeonholes.




