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An introduction to Ethics 
 
There are two main questions in ethics. The first of these is “Why be moral?” In attempting to 
explain why we should be moral, people follow two main lines of reasoning. The first is through 
appeal to authority, ultimately God’s authority. The second is through reason - either an appeal to 
the consequences of not being moral, or to a need for rational coherence in our activities. 
 
The second question is “Where do our moral values come from?” There are several theories about 
this. One popular theory is that people are all self-interested, and that we value what is conducive 
to satisfying our own desires. Another theory is that we value what others around us value. Yet a 
third is that there are logical constraints on what can be valued and that if we are rational we can 
discover what real values there are. 
 
Opposed especially to this latter realist theory of values is the idea that there are not really any 
values at all, that we have individual interests and desires but that there are no universal values. 
That is, each of us individually values things or activities, but there are no things or activities that 
we should value. 
 
This is a view that is often thought to accompany the objective materialist view of the world, the 
scientific view of the world. If we see the world as simply matter in motion, obeying laws of nature, 
it is hard to see how we can find a foundation for values. If living things (including people) are no 
more than complicated material processes, it is not clear how their aims and desires can be 
anything more than a mechanical search for homeostasis. 
 
One possible source of values on this view is to see values as those principles that are collectively 
adopted by the various individuals in a group in order collectively to achieve their individual aims 
and desires. Such values are sometimes referred to as constitutive values. 
 
 
Egoism 
 
a) Psychological Egoism 
 
Probably the least sophisticated account of values is egoism. This is the theory that values are no 
more than our own personal desires. What we call good, or moral, is what we want or desire. When 
we try to convince others that something is good, or ought to be done, we are attempting to get 
them to agree with us, to act as we think they should act. 
 
From a mechanical materialist view of the world, this is a very attractive ethical position. It can be 
presented as a psychological theory of how we do, in fact, act. We can see ourselves as 
fundamentally self-interested and motivated only to satisfy our own desires. If we do act in ways 
that do not promote our own best interest this can be explained in terms of having mistaken beliefs 
or being weak-willed. For example, if we believe that we will have time to read everything for a 
course in the week before the exam, and that we will remember it better if we do, we may leave all 
our reading to just before the exam. If we find that we do not have the time or the retention then 
this action will have been based on mistaken belief. If, however, we did have the time but simply 
couldn't get up the motivation to do the reading, then we will have failed to act in our own best 
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interest through weakness of will. But according to the psychological theory we would always do 
things which promoted our own well-being if our beliefs were correct and our will was sufficiently 
strong. 
 
The advantage of psychological egoism is that it is compatible with a thoroughgoing materialism - 
it does not require any special kind of ethical or moral facts, which are all explained in terms of 
individual desires and motivations. But as far as our experience of the world and people’s actions 
go, there are too many phenomena that psychological egoism does not seem to explain. Too often 
in the world people act in the interests of other people, and at their own expense. Typically, 
parental behaviour is altruistic in this way. But people also engage in charitable works which help 
those whom they never meet. The psychological egoist might respond that such people have a 
hidden self-interest in doing such work, and sometimes such self-interest can be found - for 
example the charity worker who uses the charity funds to lead a life of luxury. But in many cases the 
hidden self-interest can only be the subject of conjecture - and the amount of altruism in the world 
seems to undermine the claim that it is all ultimately based on personal self-interest. 
 
If the psychological egoist resorts to the claim that we all do what we most want to do and that in 
this respect we are acting in our own self-interest, then the whole position collapses into an empty 
logical truth. Because now, rather than saying that we act so as to promote our own well-being, 
they are saying that we act the way we want to act, and that may include acting in accordance with 
altruistic intentions as well as the self-seeking intentions of his original position. 
 
 
b) Ethical Egoism 
 
Psychological egoism is subject to a further philosophical objection. Having its roots in a materialist 
view of the world, it is a theory of how we do, in fact, behave, but it is not a theory of how we 
ought to behave. To get to ethical egoism we need to consider how we ought to behave. And the 
argument is a straight forward two part argument. First we adopt the principle of rational egoism: 
that it is always rational to act in our own self-interest. According to this principle, whenever we 
have to choose between acting in our own interest and acting in the interest of someone else, it is 
rational to act in our own interest. Obviously we can often act in both our own interest and that of 
others, as when we avoid a collision when we are driving a car with passengers in it. But in many 
cases we must choose between our own good and that of others, and in these cases it is rational to 
choose for our own good. Second we adopt the principle of ethical rationalism. According to this 
principle we ought to act rationally. It seems almost a contradiction to suggest that we ought to act 
irrationally, so strong is our conviction that we ought to act rationally. And yet this principle, 
combined with the principle of rational egoism leads to ethical egoism, the view that we always 
ought to act in our own interest. 
 
The problem with ethical egoism is that it does not apparently provide a basis for the resolution of 
conflicts of interest, and this is one of the main aims, perhaps the primary aim, of ethics. When 
there are no objections to our doing what we want to do, there is no apparent ethical problem. 
Ethical problems only arise when there are objections, when we discover conflicts of interest. For 
example why shouldn’t we steal the money from the blind beggar, or carry on a secret affair with 
the mate of our friend? What are the reasons or principles behind these questions? It is these 
problems with which ethics is mainly concerned. If ethics were not concerned with the regulation of 
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conflicting interests all that would be left would be the study of how we should live: how best to 
realise our own interests, and, concurrently, what our interests really are. This is no trivial task for 
the ethical theorist, but few would see it as the only aim of ethics. Ethical conflict regulation is 
without doubt a central concern of the study of ethics. 
 
However the attraction and strength of the ethical egoist position is difficult to deny. Neither 
principle seems faulty and together they imply that we should always act so as to further our own 
self-interest. One way of resolving the ethical egoist position with the need for ethical conflict 
regulation is to imagine that egoists can band together to work for some common good. The 
common good would have to be good for each of the individuals and would have to be at least as 
good as what they could individually obtain acting purely selfishly. This is the idea behind social 
contract theory. 
 
 
Social Contract Theory 
 
Social contract theory starts with the idea that, apart from acting in our own self-interest, there is 
nothing inherently right or wrong in the world. There is, for example, nothing wrong in my taking 
your car and credit card and going on holiday with them. But for the same reason there is nothing 
wrong with your doing the same to me. But if we are equally able to do this, it would be to our 
mutual advantage to agree not to do it. Furthermore, it is to our advantage to agree generally with 
people around us to mutually refrain from harmful activity. Such an agreement would be 
advantageous to all of us - we would not have to worry about attacks, and would not have to 
maintain a defensive stance to protect ourselves and our property. Such an agreement also 
provides the basis for further co-operation. This agreement can be regarded as a “social contract”. 
 
However, a “social contract” is not a contract in the traditional sense where we start out with no 
agreement and then agree to co-operate in some way or other - rather it is something we are born 
into, a social order which is already established. A better way of thinking of the social contract is in 
terms of social conventions that developed over the course of time, conventions that were 
conducive to social harmony and individual well-being. We could even theorise about the survival 
and flourishing of societies with such conventions, and of course we could consider the greater life 
expectancy of individuals who lived in societies with a social order based on such conventions. The 
clauses of the fictional social contract that we discussed above could be seen as the conventions 
on which our social order is based. And these conventions would make up the moral code. E.g., we 
do not steal, or lie, or break promises because it is conducive to social order that we do not do so. 
The justification for this is that it is greatly to our own advantage that other people do not steal 
from us, or lie to us, and so we agree not to do these things to them either, even if on occasion it 
would be to our advantage to do so. Here the morality is based on reason. The obligation is still 
egoistic we ought to act so as to benefit ourselves. But the conclusion is social - in order to benefit 
ourselves we need to abide by the established conventions, the “social contract”. We constrain our 
own behaviour through accepting conventions that are advantageous to us. 
 
But here the advantage only applies if we are equally able to harm each other. If I have significantly 
more power than you have, or you have significantly more power than I have, then such an 
agreement will not be to the advantage of the stronger of us. And as there is no inherent morality 
or rightness about the conventions making up the social contract, there is no reason for the 
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stronger party to accept the contract. The only way that the social contract theory of morality can 
work is if people are roughly equal in power. The result is that if one person, or one group of 
people, acquire significantly greater power than the others, then it will not be to their advantage to 
abide by the social contract. And since the social contract is the basis of morality, they will not be 
immoral to give it up and take whatever advantage they can of those who are weaker than they 
are. But this is a conclusion that virtually everyone thinks is wrong - morally speaking we do not 
think that “might makes right”. And insofar as we reject this might makes right conclusion, we must 
reject the present version of the social contract theory. 
 
 
Consequentialist Theories 
 
The fact that the social contract theory of morality seems to justify the principle that might makes 
right makes us uncomfortable. We generally feel that there is more to morality than this, and in 
particular we feel that we have a responsibility for the welfare of others as well as ourselves. In 
particular when the others are weaker, e.g. children or the elderly, we feel an obligation to look out 
for their needs as well as our own. In other words we feel we ought to act in the interests of others 
as well as in our own interests - that our obligation is not limited to ourselves alone but extends to 
others. We feel that the consequences that our actions have on other people is a matter for moral 
consideration. This feeling that we should look after the needs of others is what gives rise to 
consequentialist theories. 
 
 
a) Utilitarian Theories 
 
The first consequentialist theory was Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarian theory. According to Bentham the 
goodness of an action is to be measured in terms of the pleasure and pain that results from it. The 
greater the increase in pleasure, and the decrease in pain, for the population, the better the action. 
As it stands though, this is an ethics which will not capture the needs of many people - not all that 
we want is increased pleasure and decreased pain. Personal satisfaction cannot always be 
measured in terms of pleasure - a massage may give me more pleasure than completing some 
piece of writing, but I may prefer to complete the piece of writing. For this reason modern 
utilitarians replace Bentham’s aim of maximising pleasure, or minimising pain, with the aim of 
maximising the satisfaction of preferences. Sometimes our preference may be for pleasure, but 
sometimes it may be for other things. Preference satisfaction includes increasing pleasure but is not 
limited to this. One of the difficulties with either maximising pleasure or the satisfaction of 
preferences is that we do not always know what gives people pleasure or what their preferences 
are. We all know the difficulty of buying gifts, and have had the experience of receiving gifts for 
which we have no preference. 
 
 
b) Welfare Theories 
 
But even if we do know what gives people pleasure, or what they prefer, there is a problem. Some 
people enjoy or prefer things that are not in their best interests. Certainly in the case of children we 
would not do well by them if we acted so as to maximise their preferences. Instead what we do is 
to act so as to maximise their welfare, we look at their long term interests and try to support those 
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rather than their short term preferences. When forced to make the choice, we tend to give them 
not what they want, but rather what they need. We can call this “welfare utilitarianism”. It is an 
ethics which aims at maximising the welfare of the population and thus maximising the possibility 
for individuals to realise their genuine interests. The sorts of things which constitute a person’s 
welfare are things like health, money, shelter and food. These are things which make it possible for 
people to satisfy their other desires or preferences. What is more, in maximising welfare we choose 
to maximise something about which we have pretty clear knowledge. The basic needs of people 
are much more well known that their individual desires. But when we reach this level of abstraction 
in our consequentialist ethics, we are beginning to think in terms that are more like a public policy 
maker - we begin to leave the arena of individual decision making. 
 
 
c) Problems with consequentialist theories 
 
We have considered three kinds of consequentialist theories - Bentham’s utilitarian theory which 
aims to maximise pleasure over pain, a more general consequentialist theory which aims to 
maximise realisation of preferences, and finally a more public-minded consequentialist theory 
which aims to maximise general welfare. But these are not the only possible goals of 
consequentialist theories. Consequentialist theories can aim to maximise power, knowledge, self-
realisation, perfection or whatever. But whatever brand of consequentialism we ultimately opt for, 
there remain problems with consequentialist theories. One problem is that consequentialist 
theories seem to allow actions that are intuitively wrong. And what is worse, consequentialist 
theories can appear to demand actions that are intuitively wrong. Moreover, it appears that 
consequentialist theories can lead us to breaches of justice. And even without these apparent flaws 
in consequentialist theories, there remains a problem in the application of them, that is, we cannot 
always see the consequences of our actions clearly enough to be able to decide which act has the 
best overall outcome. 
 
To take the first kind of problem, on consequentialist grounds if an action or kind of behaviour has 
no painful consequences (or doesn’t interfere with preferences, or welfare, or whatever) we are 
allowed to do it even if it seems intuitively to be wrong. For example, if I carry on a secret affair 
with my best friend’s mate, and it is never discovered, then no pain results. As there is no increase 
in pain in the world, it must be alright to carry on the affair. Generally it seems that things we do in 
secret, and which never have any further consequences, are acceptable under consequentialist 
theories, even if those are things that are intuitively wrong. Another activity of this sort is that of the 
computer hacker who simply likes to read other people’s files and does nothing with them. There 
are no consequences resulting from his activity, he doesn’t affect what people are doing with those 
files, and so, according to the consequentialist, there is nothing wrong with this kind of hacking. Yet 
intuitively we feel uncomfortable about it, we feel there is something wrong. 
 
If we consider the first example of the secret affair again, we can see how consequentialism may 
lead us to think that carrying on the affair is the best thing to do. The amount of pleasure in the 
world may be increased by the amount that the participants in the affair enjoy, and as there is no 
resulting pain, it seems that on the consequentialist basis we ought to carry on the affair. And by 
the same argument, we wouldn’t want to deprive the computer hacker of his pleasure in browsing 
through everyone’s files, as long as no harm came of it.  For an example of an injustice being 
perpetrated on the basis of consequentialist thinking, consider the following. Suppose a doctor 
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had five patients in need of different organs for their survival. Suppose she discovers that one of 
her healthy patients has organs, blood type, immunities, etc. that are just what each of those five 
patients need. On a consequentialist calculation it would seem that this is a golden opportunity to 
increase the benefit of life by a factor of five for a loss of only one. It seems justifiable for her to 
take the organs of that healthy patient and save the lives of her five other patients - their collective 
pleasure, interest satisfaction, or whatever, would surely outweigh that lost by the unfortunate 
donor of the organs that they needed. 
 
 
Deontological theories 
 
Each of the above examples seemed to violate a basic principle. In the case of the secret affair 
there seems to be a principle of fidelity, to friends and mates, at stake. In the case of the computer 
hacker, a principle of privacy. And in the case the opportunity for saving five lives at the cost of only 
one, there seems to be a principle of personal autonomy at stake. Finally, in attempting to weigh 
up the expected outcome of alternative actions we assume that we can foresee the consequences 
of each of those actions. But the difficulty of correctly predicting the outcome of our actions is well 
known. Further it often takes much of our time, trying to figure out what will happen if we do such 
or so. 
 
The deontological approach to ethics offers solutions to all these problems. The essential feature of 
deontological ethics is that it provides principles of action which do not depend on the 
consequences of those actions. Such principles are, for example, those of not lying, or not killing. 
These principles are principles of duty, or obligation, that we have toward others. These duties, or 
obligations, have correlative rights. If I have a duty to tell you the truth, then you have a right to 
hear the truth from me. In general, where there is a duty in one direction, there is a right in the 
other direction. In current thinking about practical ethical issues there is much talk about rights. To 
talk about rights is to suppose that there are the correlative duties. Deontological theories are 
primarily concerned with the justification of the principles that give rise to these duties. 
 
One of the strongest reasons for adopting a rights position of some kind is the fact that utilitarian 
arguments are used to justify some of the worst injustices found in history. They have been used to 
justify suppression of free speech, suppression of free association, suppression of free publication, 
and a variety of other freedoms which we feel are natural rights which all people should be able to 
enjoy. Whether the arguments so used are sound, whether the justification is successful, is not 
really the issue in such cases. What is at stake is the fact that something morally wrong is 
happening, that an injustice is being done and that the consequentialist arguments are not putting 
matters right. For this reason an independently established set of rights provides a useful counter-
balance to out-of-control consequentialism. On this account, rights contribute to the overall public 
good by providing a check against totalitarian consequentialist thinking - they provide a 
benchmark against which to check consequentialist conclusions. 
 
If rights, or deontological principles, are to provide this alternative to, this check on, 
consequentialist thinking, they need to be based on an independent foundation. Two traditional 
analyses of this foundation are in terms of natural law, and the Kantian analysis of man as a rational 
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agent. A modern analysis along Kantian lines is that of John RawIs in his theory of distributive 
justice. 
 
 
a) Rights based on natural law 
 
Traditionally natural law has been seen to stem from organising the lives of people according to 
rational principles. Thomas Aquinas effectively founded the Christian tradition of natural law. Even 
for Aquinas natural law is based on human nature, that is, it does not, as we might suspect, have a 
theological basis. Rather, it is law in accordance with the rationality of human nature. In nature, 
unfettered by social constraints, we meet as individuals. We recognise each other as rational 
beings, and inevitably form relationships of various sorts with each other. The formation of such 
relations is based on the recognition of each other as autonomous agents, agents capable of 
making self-binding moral decisions. This autonomy is the foundation of individual rights. Without 
it we could not enter into relations with one another. Further rights can be based on our autonomy 
in forming relations. In order to form relations it must be possible to freely associate with each 
other, to gather together in groups. Moreover, to form relations it must be possible to speak freely 
to one another. And the right to freely write down and distribute what we would say to a larger 
audience also follows. These original natural rights that derive from our autonomy and are 
fundamental to social relations cannot be revoked. The rights to free association, to meet in 
groups, to speak freely and to publish freely underlie the possibility of human social relations, and 
therefore cannot be revoked through such relations. 
 
Rights are fundamental to the formation of relations and are therefore prior to the formation of 
social relations. According to this theory, morality is not based on our role in a social order but 
rather on the rights that make the social order possible. Basing morality on rights in this way avoids 
the difficulties found in contract theories of morality. Indeed contract theories presuppose the right 
of individuals to make agreements with each other - they presuppose that the individual is a moral 
agent. Basing morality on rights also avoids the problems with consequentialist theories; in 
particular, it avoids the potential abuse of such theories. 
 
 
b) Kantian rights 
 
The deontological theory that Kant developed has some common threads with the natural law 
theory of rights just discussed. Kant’s theory is based on respect for the individual, on the idea that 
all individuals should be able to act according to the same principles. In other words he rejects any 
principle that cannot be adopted as a universal principle. He calls this criterion for selecting 
principles the Categorical Imperative and formulates it as follows: “Act only on the maxim which 
you can at the same time will to be a universal law”. The categorical imperative can be used to 
justify the principle of keeping promises, for example, in the following way. If we consider the 
opposite principle, that we only need to keep our promises when we want to (when we find it 
convenient, for example), then we will find that the whole institution of promising breaks down. 
That is, if promises are only kept when convenient, then they will not be promises, and there will be 
no promising in such a world. To think we should act according to the maxim opposite to keeping 
promises we find ourselves in a contradiction - we are saying we should do something which, if 
everyone did it, it would cease to be possible to do. The maxim to keep promises only when 
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convenient is self-defeating, as the concept of a credible promise is defeated by this maxim about 
promises. It is a kind of contradiction when we use the concept of a promise to formulate a maxim 
that undermines the act of promising. The conclusion is that we should keep our promises. False 
promising is not wrong because of its unpleasant consequences, as the consequentialist would 
have it, but it is wrong because it cannot be willed as a universal principle. It is self-defeating, it is 
acting according to a self-contradictory maxim. 
 
 
c) John RawIs - A Modern Deontologist 
 
RawIs’s moral theory is based on the concept of justice which, in his conception, applies to social 
institutions or, to use his term, practices. In any organisation of people, in any social institution, or, 
as RawIs says, in any practice, there are different people with different wishes, different desires, 
different claims for privileges, benefits, and so on. Not all of these claims can be satisfied together, 
and the satisfaction of some inevitably excludes satisfaction of others. RawIs’s aim is to establish for 
any practice what is required for a proper balance between competing claims. A practice is 
considered just when there is a proper balance between competing claims. Our rights in such a 
practice are simply those claims that are allowed in the practice, and our obligations or duties are 
those actions which we must do according to the practice. 
 
The principles of a just practice are established on the basis of what social organisation of the 
practice would be acceptable to the participants of the practice if they did not know what role they 
would play in the practice. That is, if the freedom of every individual in the practice were so well 
balanced against the freedom of every other individual in the practice that there would be no 
preferred role, then the practice is just. Or, if no role in the practice is seen to have an advantage 
over other roles, the practice is just. Thus, for example, the practice of slavery is unjust since the 
slave-owner would not be willing to engage in the practice of slavery if he did not know whether he 
was going to be the slave or the slave-owner. The practice of slavery is not acceptable to the 
participants if they do not know which role they will play, and so the freedoms of the individuals in 
the practice are not well-balanced. 
 
The golden rule - to do unto others as you would have others do unto you - is embodied in Rawls’s 
theory of justice and the concept of rights (and duties) that derives from it. The just practice is 
based on a recognition that any starting position in the practice is as good as any other. For any 
relation in the practice, the participant would consider either side of the relation as being equally 
satisfactory. Because there is no preferred role, the participants would be equally satisfied to play 
either role in the relationship, they would be equally satisfied to have others do unto them as they 
would, in the reversed relationship, do unto those others. 
 
RawIs’s conception of justice rules out one particular kind of situation which we saw was a problem 
for the utilitarian position. This was the situation in which a doctor sacrificed one of their patients so 
that they could use that patient’s organs for the benefit of five other patients. According to the 
utilitarian calculations this seemed an acceptable thing to do. But it would not be a just practice on 
RawIs’s account because no one would agree to it not knowing whether they would find 
themselves in the position of the sacrificed patient. The utilitarian’s greater overall benefit is at 
odds with justice and so is morally wrong. Calculation of total benefit does not even enter into the 
consideration when the requirements of justice are not satisfied.  
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Thinking about Ethical Questions 
 
Making decisions about right and wrong is often very difficult. If we want to decide what should be 
done in a particular situation, we must first find out what can be done. In any given situation there 
is usually more than one choice available. If one of these choices is obviously better than the 
others, then the decision about what to do can probably be made fairly easily and with some 
confidence. 
 
But in most situations there are usually two or more possible courses of action which seem 
reasonable. Worse still, both courses of action sometimes seem good solutions to our problems 
even though each of them has some undesirable outcomes. A genuine dilemma arises when all the 
reasons that can be used to justify two or more different courses of action seem logically 
acceptable. 
 
A respected philosopher, Gerald Dworkin1, has written about this problem. He points out that there 
is no theory of morality that corresponds to theories in the physical and life sciences. For example, 
the theory of evolution in biology (a) explains some observable facts, (b) predicts the outcomes of 
experiments, and (c) allows scientists to ask new questions that can be researched. Furthermore, 
hypotheses derived from the theory can be tested by experimentation. Hypotheses can be 
accepted or rejected based on the experimental results. Moral questions cannot be approached in 
this way. No experiment can be conducted to show that one idea is more legitimate than another. 
But the lack of a testable theory of ethics does not mean that the moral questions cannot be 
answered or that one point of view is necessarily just as good as another. Dworkin explains there 
are three broad categories of moral considerations: goals, rights and duties. Applying these 
categories to the analysis of ethical problems does not guarantee easy answers. But Dworkin’s 
definitions and examples do give us a way to think through difficult ethical questions. His approach 
does so by helping us to identify what counts as clear-headed reasoning and what does not. 
 
Goals, rights and duties may be in conflict in many situations. Confusion can arise when we fail to 
distinguish one from another. If we look at the arguments that people give to justify one course of 
action over another, we often find all three. Usually, however, one of them - a goal, a right, or a 
duty - will be offered as the most important or most compelling reason. Even specialists in the field 
of ethics disagree about which is the most important in any given situation. So we should not be 
surprised when we find ourselves torn between competing positions when a difficult decision must 
be made. 
 
Let us first examine what we mean by goals, rights, and duties. Then, we can go on to look at ways 
in which these ideas can be applied to the analysis of ethical problems. 
 

• Goals. The morality of an act can be judged by looking at what it intends to accomplish. 
We can ask ourselves about objectives and outcomes. We can focus on consequences. In 
this pattern of thought, a good outcome may be judged morally correct regardless of how 
the goal was achieved. This may be termed the any means to an end idea. 

 
Consider some examples. Suppose that we agree that a parent caring for their children is a morally 
desirable goal, and that a parent should take any and all necessary steps to assure that their 
children survive. From this we can draw the conclusion that a parent stealing food from a 



Extract from Teaching Ethical Aspects of Science, 
edited by Patrick Fullick & Mary Ratcliffe, BasseC Press, 1996. 

Science, Ethics and Educa/on Project  © ICSU, 1996 

neighbour to feed their starving children would be a morally justified choice. We might be tempted 
to qualify this judgement with statements like “if there were no other way”, but in offering such 
exceptions we would be calling upon other moral ideas such as the duty to be honest. 
 
Another example may help further define moral arguments that rely on goals. A physician may view 
his or her mission as the preservation of life. This is a goal-oriented view, in which life is to be 
sustained as long as possible by any means possible. A physician with such a view might refuse to 
disconnect a respirator on a comatose patient who was being kept alive only by the machine. This 
action might be against the wishes of the patient’s family or even against the previously expressed 
wishes of the patient - but for the physician, going against the rights of the patient would be 
justified by the goal of preservation of life. 
 

• Rights. Moral arguments that involve the notion of rights are familiar to us in many areas 
besides genetics, health or medicine. One is said to have a right if one is entitled to a 
certain kind of treatment, no matter what the consequences. The founders of the United 
States of America spoke of the inalienable rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. 
They claimed that one could expect these things regardless of the situation or the 
outcomes - just by virtue of being an individual human being. The inclusion of these rights 
in the Constitution of the USA provides US citizens with a political heritage in which there is 
a belief that each person has a right of free speech, a right to vote, or a right to own 
property. 

 
It is not hard to think of situations in genetics and medicine where one might use arguments about 
rights to support a particular course of action. For example, consider the matter of informed 
consent - the full disclosure of all relevant information so that a patient can accept or refuse some 
treatment. Informed consent rests on the belief that a person has a right to know all there is to 
know about a situation which involves them and to make up his or her own mind freely. In this view, 
no treatment can be given unless the person understands the procedure and chooses to undergo 
it. 
 
This right to know and choose is widely acknowledged among physicians, and informed consent is 
routinely practised. But imagine the dilemma facing a physician who believes that some treatment 
will save a patient’s life, but who also believes that this patient will refuse to be treated if all the 
possible consequences of the treatment are explained. How much information should the doctor 
share? Would the physician be justified in violating the patient’s rights because the goal is the 
saving of a life? 
 
You can readily see how goals and rights can come into conflict. What situations can you imagine in 
which the rights of different individuals are in conflict? How are the rights gained or lost? Can rights 
be limited by authority or by mutual agreement? 
 

• Duties. The duty or obligation to act in a certain way is often cited in ethical argument. We 
typically think of having a duty to tell the truth, keep a promise, or help a friend. Usually, 
duties are justified by suggesting that the act will achieve some worthy goal, or that the act 
is required because of someone’s right. Thus, duties may be derived from goals or rights 
and may conflict with either goals or rights or even other duties. 
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A defending lawyer’s relationship with the accused law-breaker involves duties that are derived 
from goals and rights. It is the right of the accused to have legal representation, regardless of 
innocence or guilt. It is the lawyer’s duty to represent the accused, also without regard to guilt. It is 
also the lawyer’s duty to seek the goal of acquittal, without considering the consequences for either 
the defendant or for society. 
 
The logic of duties can become very complicated. Suppose a dying person asks a doctor not to 
take any extraordinary steps to prolong their life. Does the doctor have a duty to comply with the 
person’s wishes because of the patient’s right to die? Or does the doctor have a duty to ignore the 
person’s wishes because of the goal of the preservation of life? 
 
Ethical dilemmas usually involve all three elements: goals, rights and duties. Seldom is it possible 
to combine all three into a single, satisfying solution. Why, then, are they so important? The answer 
lies in the usefulness of these notions in helping us understand situations involving difficult choices. 
Goals, rights and duties won’t make our choices for us. But identifying the competing goals, rights 
and duties that seem to be operating in a particular situation will help us to see more clearly the 
choices that are available. It may even sharpen the focus enough to allow us to predict benefits 
and losses with greater precision. Also, goals, rights, and duties are the language of justification, of 
defending the responsibilities of one’s choices. 
 
 
1. Gerald Dworkin: Hard Choices, Office of Radio and Television Learning, Boston, Massachusetts. (Hard Choices was a 

series of six one-hour long television documentaries aired in 1981, and was developed by the Office of Radio and 
Television Learning, WGBH Educational Foundation, Boston, Massachusetts. Supporting material for the series in the 
form of a 29 page brochure was entitled Hard Choices - A Magazine on the Ethics of Sickness and Health.) 

 


