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Ethics across the Curriculum Workshop 

September 23, 2010 

Moral Theories 

 

Case Studies in Ethics 

Case studies in ethics are contrived scenarios designed to help test and develop moral theories 
by appealing to rational intuitions about morality. 

 

“Rational” Intuitions? 

Philosophers distinguish two types of intuitions: emotional and rational. Emotional intuitions are 

those appealed to in non-theoretical contexts. Rational intuitions are intuitions about 

mathematical and logical relations. For instance, if Jack is taller than Mary, and Mary is taller than 

Bill, then we can infer (without knowing anything else about Jack, Mary, or Bill) that Jack is taller 

than Bill. It is intuitively true to us, and we would reject the conclusion that it is even possible that 

Bill could be taller than Jack. Other examples of appeals to rational intuition include our beliefs 

that: it is impossible that anyone could be a married bachelor; it is impossible that an object be 

both round and square at the same time in the same way; necessarily, everything is self-identical. 

 

Moral Theories 

A moral theory is a set of principles that express the conditions for the truth of a moral claim. A 

“moral claim” is a normative claim about a person’s behavior—how person X should act in a set 

of circumstances. Moral claims express whether an action is permissible, obligatory, 

impermissible, or supererogatory. The truth of a moral claim is determined by moral reality. Moral 

theories attempt to explain moral reality (what makes an act right, wrong, permissible, or good). 

Moral claims are evaluated in light of moral theories by appeal to the relevant evidence (reason 

plus rational intuition). 

 

Parallel with Science 

Scientific theories are sets of principles that express the conditions for the truth of a physical 

claim. A “physical claim” is a descriptive claim about the subjects of science—how objects X 

behaves under Y conditions. The truth of a scientific claim is determined by physical reality. 

Scientific theories explain physical reality. Physical claims are evaluated in light of scientific 

theories, by appeal to the relevant evidence (reason plus rational intuition and experience). 
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Two Standard Categories of Ethical Theory 

 

1. 1. 1. 1. DutyDutyDutyDuty----based Theoriesbased Theoriesbased Theoriesbased Theories    

(Also called, “d(Also called, “d(Also called, “d(Also called, “deontologyeontologyeontologyeontology””””————“deontos” + “logos” = the study/system/logic of duty)“deontos” + “logos” = the study/system/logic of duty)“deontos” + “logos” = the study/system/logic of duty)“deontos” + “logos” = the study/system/logic of duty)    

Duty-based theories take the view that what makes an action permissible, impermissible, obligatory, or 

supererogatory is a moral agent’s duty with respect to that action. All duty-based theories begin with the 

assumptions that moral agents are intrinsically valuable in virtue of their ability to understand and act on 

moral reasons (and they value themselves). Duties are discovered by applying a rational criterion to the 

action in light of the intrinsic value of agents. Which rational criterion is relevant depends on which 

deontologist you ask, though all agree that emotion (because it does not operate by rational principles) 

and the consequences of an action (because they cannot be universalized) are not legitimate options. 

Immanuel Kant, the most famous deontologist, argued that the appropriate criterion is the 

universalizability of the moral claim:  

But what kind of law can this be the thought of which, even without regard to the results expected 
from it, has to determine the will if this is to be called good absolutely and without qualification? …I 
ought never to act except in such a way that I can also will that my maxim should become a 
universal law (1785: 69-70). [I.e., if it would not lead to absurdities for everyone to do this, I [I.e., if it would not lead to absurdities for everyone to do this, I [I.e., if it would not lead to absurdities for everyone to do this, I [I.e., if it would not lead to absurdities for everyone to do this, I am am am am 
permitted topermitted topermitted topermitted to    do it; if it would lead to absurdities, I should not do it; if not doing it would lead to do it; if it would lead to absurdities, I should not do it; if not doing it would lead to do it; if it would lead to absurdities, I should not do it; if not doing it would lead to do it; if it would lead to absurdities, I should not do it; if not doing it would lead to 
absurdities,absurdities,absurdities,absurdities,    I am obligated to do it.]I am obligated to do it.]I am obligated to do it.]I am obligated to do it.] [Critical question: What does he mean by absurdities? Logical 
contradictions or merely our assent to everyone’s doing it?] 

 

Contemporary duty-based theorists are not quite so strict. They argue that our moral duties are prima 

facie binding, that is, they are binding insofar as they do not come into conflict with other duties. For 

example, Onora O’Neill argues that there are two features of an act to consider when acting: 

(1) Does this act deceive (falsify, mislead) or coerce (threaten, manipulate)? 

 If yes, then morally impermissible. 

 If no, then morally permissible. 

 If not doing it would deceive or coerce, the act is obligatory. 

(2) If the answer to (1) is “no,” does this act help someone achieve her ends? 

 If yes, then morally good (supererogatory). 

 If no, then morally permissible. 
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Reasons to Reasons to Reasons to Reasons to hold a dutyhold a dutyhold a dutyhold a duty----based theorybased theorybased theorybased theory::::    

It offers a clear, principled way of making moral decisions in most normal cases; it explains why we hold 

mature adults morally responsible for their actions, but not children, animals, or the mentally handicapped 

(lack the capacity for understanding or acting on reasons); it explains why we expect others to follow 

roughly the same moral rules of fairness and justice (Hitler and Stalin were wrong; Mother Theresa and 

The Gates Foundation are right); it allows us a way to understand the role of consequences in our actions 

(contemporary deontology, not Kantian). 
 

Reasons to worry:Reasons to worry:Reasons to worry:Reasons to worry:    

Classical duty-based theorists like Kant cannot explain how to decide among conflicting duties; moral 

duties toward non-rational agents are not so clear (are there duties toward animals, the environment, 

infants?); duty-based theories have trouble producing a decision for some thought experiments. 

 

2. Utilitarianism 2. Utilitarianism 2. Utilitarianism 2. Utilitarianism     

Utilitarianism is the view that what makes an action permissible, impermissible, obligatory, or 

supererogatory are the consequences of that action, particularly, the amount of happiness (measured by 

the amount of pleasure or suffering) that is produced by the action for the greatest number of morally 

relevant beings involved over the greatest amount of time. If the act would cause the overall suffering for 

the greatest number of beings to rise (even if someone was receiving a little pleasure along the way), the 

act is impermissible. If the act would cause the overall pleasure for the greatest number of beings to rise 

(even if someone was suffering a little along the way), the act is obligatory. Permissible or supererogatory 

acts are those that have an inscrutable effect on overall pleasure or suffering (some utilitarians reject the 

idea of “supererogatory” acts altogether—e.g., Peter Singer). 

 

Reasons to be a utilitarian:Reasons to be a utilitarian:Reasons to be a utilitarian:Reasons to be a utilitarian:    

It appeals to our practically universal distaste for suffering; it offers a clear, principled way to make moral 

decisions; it is consistent with our decision-making procedures in other areas of our lives (e.g., cost-

benefit analyses). 
 

Reasons to worry:Reasons to worry:Reasons to worry:Reasons to worry:    

It cannot be made consistent with individual rights; it cannot account for special obligations (familial or 

contractual bonds); very young children are not exempt from moral failure; in some cases, it is difficult to 

compare pleasures or pains. 
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Using a Case Study to Test a Theory 

In a thought experiment, the controls of a case are strictly defined (just as in a laboratory experiment)—

they are not supposed to represent any actual or potentially real scenario; students should understand 

that these cases are contrived so that readers are forced to face a very specific feature of an action, e.g., 

that it will cause one person to die or ten. Because of this, we can more easily determine the strength and 

accuracy of our moral theories.  

 

Here’s an example: Some moral philosophers argue that considerations of suffering are irrelevant to the 

moral permissibility of an action (duty-based theorists). But imagine a nurse giving a child an injection of 

penicillin. The injection hurts to some degree. Duty-based theorists might say that the pain is irrelevant 

and you have a duty to protect intrinsically valuable things (people). And presumably, even if you believe 

suffering is relevant (that is, if you are a utilitarian), the overall pleasure (getting well) outweighs the pain 

(the stick of the needle), so it is probably morally permissible.  

 

ANALYSIS:ANALYSIS:ANALYSIS:ANALYSIS:    If suffering is irrelevant (duty-based theories), then causing more suffering than is necessary 

should not change the moral permissibility of the action. But imagine the nurse gets rough with the child 

and stabs the needle in, causing a great deal more pain than giving the injection normally. The utilitarian 

can easily justify believing that this is now immoral, since it causes more pain than is needed to achieve 

the desired result. But what might a duty-based theorist say? Presumably, suffering is irrelevant, so this 

act is no less permissible than the former. 

 

[This is not to say that there is no answer the duty-based theorist can give, only that, this sort of case 

raises a serious question about the accuracy of the view. Some duty-based theorists fix this by admitting 

that suffering is morally relevant, but not the only morally relevant feature. So, other things being equal, 

we have a duty to mitigate suffering.] 
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Two Standard Case Studies in Ethics 

 

Scenario 1:Scenario 1:Scenario 1:Scenario 1: Imagine you find yourself in the captain’s chair of a runaway trolley. The real captain has died 

and no one else is around. You suddenly realize that the trolley is heading straight for a busload of school 

children that is broken down on the tracks. You quickly discover that the brake is broken and your only 

option is to switch the trolley from its current course onto a side track by pulling a handle. As you reach 

for the handle you suddenly notice that, on the side track, a small child has his foot caught in the track 

rail. There is no time to call anyone to help. Impact is imminent. You have to make a decision. Either do Either do Either do Either do 

nothing with the handle so that the trolley kills the school children or pull the handle so that the trolley kills nothing with the handle so that the trolley kills the school children or pull the handle so that the trolley kills nothing with the handle so that the trolley kills the school children or pull the handle so that the trolley kills nothing with the handle so that the trolley kills the school children or pull the handle so that the trolley kills 

the child who is caught in the track.the child who is caught in the track.the child who is caught in the track.the child who is caught in the track.  

 

(Note: jumping off the trolley is one way of making the first choice—doing nothing with the handle so that 

the trolley hits the school children.) 

 

A. A. A. A. Explain how a Explain how a Explain how a Explain how a uuuutiltiltiltilitarian would make the decision:itarian would make the decision:itarian would make the decision:itarian would make the decision:    

 

 

B. B. B. B. Explain how a Explain how a Explain how a Explain how a dutydutydutyduty----based theoristbased theoristbased theoristbased theorist    would make the would make the would make the would make the decision:decision:decision:decision:    

 

 

Scenario 2:Scenario 2:Scenario 2:Scenario 2: Same as above, except now the little child caught on the side track is your daughter. There is 

no time to call anyone to help. Impact is imminent. You have to make a decision. Either do nothing so that Either do nothing so that Either do nothing so that Either do nothing so that 

the trolley kills the school children or pthe trolley kills the school children or pthe trolley kills the school children or pthe trolley kills the school children or pull the handle so that the trolley kills the child who is caught in the ull the handle so that the trolley kills the child who is caught in the ull the handle so that the trolley kills the child who is caught in the ull the handle so that the trolley kills the child who is caught in the 

track.track.track.track. 

 

C. C. C. C. Explain how a Explain how a Explain how a Explain how a uuuutilitilitilitilitarian would make this decision:tarian would make this decision:tarian would make this decision:tarian would make this decision:    

 

 

D. D. D. D. Explain how a Explain how a Explain how a Explain how a dutydutydutyduty----based theorist would make this decision:based theorist would make this decision:based theorist would make this decision:based theorist would make this decision:    
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A Third Case to Try Out on Your Students 

 

Scenario 3:Scenario 3:Scenario 3:Scenario 3: John Smith is the CEO of a large corporation. Smith recently made a decision that will likely 

earn the company a very large profit. This morning, however, his advisors inform him that a decision he 

made will lead to the destruction of a local ecosystem that serves as a sanctuary for many birds and 

animals and a park with trails and bird-watching vistas. Nothing can be done to stop the destruction and 

massive cleanup will be required. When the news is brought to his attention, Smith is deeply saddened 

and wishes he hadn’t made the decision. He asks his advisors to contact the media so he can apologize 

and make what reparations are possible as soon as possible. As it turns out, the cleanup costs will be 

less than .25% of what the company could potentially make from this decision. 

 

DutyDutyDutyDuty----basedbasedbasedbased    EthicsEthicsEthicsEthics    
 
A. A. A. A. Did he make a morally permissible decision according to a Did he make a morally permissible decision according to a Did he make a morally permissible decision according to a Did he make a morally permissible decision according to a dutydutydutyduty----based theorybased theorybased theorybased theory????        
 
 

B. What if he hadn’t been deeply saddened?B. What if he hadn’t been deeply saddened?B. What if he hadn’t been deeply saddened?B. What if he hadn’t been deeply saddened?    
 
 
C. C. C. C. If he had known, should he have made a different decision according to a If he had known, should he have made a different decision according to a If he had known, should he have made a different decision according to a If he had known, should he have made a different decision according to a dutydutydutyduty----basedbasedbasedbased    theorytheorytheorytheory????    
 

 
 
 

Utilitarian EthicsUtilitarian EthicsUtilitarian EthicsUtilitarian Ethics    
 
D. D. D. D. Did he make a morally permissible decision according to a utilitarian?Did he make a morally permissible decision according to a utilitarian?Did he make a morally permissible decision according to a utilitarian?Did he make a morally permissible decision according to a utilitarian?        

 
 
E. What if he hadn’t been deeply saddened?E. What if he hadn’t been deeply saddened?E. What if he hadn’t been deeply saddened?E. What if he hadn’t been deeply saddened?    
 
 

F. F. F. F. If he had known, should he have made a different decision according to a utilitarian?If he had known, should he have made a different decision according to a utilitarian?If he had known, should he have made a different decision according to a utilitarian?If he had known, should he have made a different decision according to a utilitarian?    
 


