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Key Terms and Origin



Three major areas of philosophy. 

• Ethics, the study of morality, is one of the three major areas of 
philosophy. 

• The other two are 
• epistemology, the study of knowledge, and 

• metaphysics, the study of the nature of reality. …. (Cottrell et al, 2018) 
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Ethics and Morals

• Sperry (2007) … 
• morality is “ the activity of making choices and of deciding, judging, justifying, 

and defending those actions or behaviors called moral,” whereas
• ethics is “the science of how choices are made or should be made”. 

• Pigg (2010) …
• “ethics defines acceptable and unacceptable behavior within the norms of a 

particular group”, whereas 
• “morality sets standards for right and wrong in human behavior” …

• … Freeman (1999), 
• “Ethics is the study of right and wrong, duty and obligation”. …. (Cottrell et al, 

2018) 
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Why Should People Act Ethically?



Reasons:

• … to act ethically brings meaning or purpose to the life of an individual. 

• It provides a standard by which to live. 

• Ethical living, in turn, provides for a better society for all. It is the right 
thing to do for society and self. 

• Personally, …“that those who are ethical tend to lead healthier, more 
emotionally satisfying lives”. 

• Professionally, … ethical practices make programs more effective, promote 
a sense of trust in an organization, contribute to moral credibility and 
leadership, and assure good standing legally and professionally. 

• In short, ethics help guide our decision making and assist us in making 
better choices. (Cottrell et al, 2018) W
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Professional Ethics 



Professional Ethics 

• Whereas personal values and morality may guide us in our everyday 
living, it is important to note that they may not be sufficient to guide 
our professional behavior. People come to their work with different 
personal experiences. ….

• Thus, in a work setting, individuals are guided by professional ethics. 

• Professional ethics focuses on the “actions that are right and wrong in 
the workplace and are of public matter. …. (Cottrell et al, 2018) 



Professional Ethics 

• Ethical behavior is expected from professionals. 

• “‘Ethics’ delineates what we consider acceptable and unacceptable 
conduct regarding professional practice in Health Science education. 
… (Cottrell et al, 2018) 



Professional Ethics 

• …. For example, … Responsibility IV 
• “Conduct Evaluation and Research Related to Health Education/Promotion” 

(National Commission for Health Education Credentialing [NCHEC], 2015) …

• …. Research ethics 
• “comprises principles and standards that, along with underlying values, guide 

appropriate conduct relevant to research decisions”. 

• …(see Box 5.1). (Cottrell et al, 2018) 



Examples of Ethical Issues Related to Research

• Before the research begins 
• Selecting a research topic; must weigh risk (harm) to benefit (positive value) 
• Recruiting participants: equitable opportunity to participate; voluntary participation; concern 

for vulnerable groups 
• Institutional Review Board approval of research protocol 

• During the research process 
• Obtaining participant consent and/or assent 
• Using deception (active or passive) as part of the intervention  
• Participant privacy: anonymity or confidentiality 
• Using an untreated comparison or control group 
• Data analysis: careless use of data; manipulation of data; selective use or elimination of data; 

over-analysis of data  

• After the research is complete 
• Reporting results: what to report; protecting confidentiality; declaring conflict of interest; 

disclosing sponsorship 
• Sharing results with participants; debriefing experimental, control, and comparison groups 
• Publication/presentation of results: determining authorship and order of authors; avoiding 

duplication of published works,  fragmentation into several publications, and plagiarism  

Box 5.1



Ethical Theories
…. The purpose of this section is to categorize and summarize the better-known 
theories (see Table 5.1) ….



Bioethics and Moral Theories

• As we have seen, the moral life is dynamic, complex, and inescapable. 
…. 

• We make moral judgments about the rightness of actions, the 
goodness of persons or their character, and the moral quality and 
worth of our lives. 

• Through general moral norms or principles, we direct our actions and 
inform our choices. …. (Vaughn, 2020)
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The nature of moral theories 

• In science, theories help us understand the empirical world by 
explaining the causes of events, why things are the way they are. The 
germ theory of disease explains how particular diseases arise and 
spread in a human population. …

• A moral theory explains not why one event causes another but why 
an action is right or wrong or why a person or a person’s character is 
good or bad. 

• A moral theory tells us what it is about an action that makes it right, 
or what it is about a person that makes him or her good. …(Vaughn, 2020)
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Decision-making in case of conflicting choices!

• …. When we must decide which action is morally right in a particular situation, we look 
to our theory for general guidance. 

• From our theory we may glean a set of moral principles that seem to apply to the case at 
hand. 

• If the principles lead us to conflicting choices, we look again to the theory for insight in 
resolving the conflict. … 
• If our considered judgments and the deliverances of our theory are consistent with one another, 

we have additional assurance that our decision in the case is correct. 
• If our judgments clash with our theory or principles, we must decide which to revise or discard—

for critical reasoning demands that our beliefs be coherent, that they do not harbor 
contradictions. 

• If we believe our judgments to be more credible than the implications of our theory (or 
principles), we may modify the theory accordingly (or, rarely, regard the theory as 
irreparable and give it up). 

• But if the theory seems more credible in this case, we may conclude that our judgment is 
untrustworthy and set it aside. (Vaughn, 2020)
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Oversimplification!

• Some people are tempted to deduce from all this that moral theories 
are the dominant force in moral reasoning as well as in the moral life. 

• This view would be an oversimplification. 

• . …. (Vaughn, 2020)
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Ethical Theories; 

• Our brief and admittedly incomplete discussion will be limited to four 
ethical theories: 
• utilitarian ethics, 

• deontological (or Kantian) ethics, 

• virtue ethics, and 

• principlism. (Zwitter, 2019)A
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Utilitarianism
John Stuart Mill 

• English philosopher John Stuart Mill argues for his view of ethics in 
Utilitarianism (1861), from which this excerpt is taken. 

• He explains that utilitarians judge the morality of conduct by a single 
standard, the principle of utility: 
• Right actions are those that result in greater overall well-being (or utility) for 

the people involved than any other possible actions. 

• We are duty bound to maximize the utility of everyone affected, 
regardless of the contrary urgings of moral rules or unbending moral 
principles. (Vaughn, 2020)
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Utilitarianism

• The leading consequentialist theory is utilitarianism, the view that 
right actions are those that result in the most beneficial balance of 
good over bad consequences for everyone involved. It says we should 
maximize the nonmoral good (the utility) of everyone affected, 
regardless of the contrary urgings of moral rules or unbending moral 
principles. 

• Various forms of utilitarianism differ in how they define utility, with 
some equating it with happiness or pleasure (the hedonistic view), 
others with satisfaction of preferences or desires or some other 
intrinsically valuable things or states such as knowledge or perfection.
(Vaughn, 2020)
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Utilitarianism; an example

• For example, if you could sacrifice your life to save the lives of several 
other people then, other things being equal, according to 
utilitarianism, you ought to do so.
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How might utilitarianism apply to a bioethical issue? 

• Consider this scenario: 
• Johnny is a 10-year old boy with cerebral palsy, emaciated and bedridden, 

hooked to feeding tubes and monitors, his body twisted in pain that is almost 
impossible to control, his days measured out by one agonizing surgical 
operation after another, locked in the mental life of an infant and 
acknowledged by all the experts to be without hope. His anguished parents, 
wanting desperately to end his suffering, beg the physician to give Johnny a 
lethal injection. 

• What should the physician do?

• Suppose in this case there are only two options: 
• indefinitely maintaining Johnny in his present condition or carrying out the 

parents’ wishes. (Vaughn, 2020)
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The Moral Law 
Immanuel Kant 

• Kant argues that his moral theory is the very antithesis of 
utilitarianism, holding that right actions do not depend in the least on 
consequences, the production of happiness, or the desires and needs 
of human beings. 

• For Kant, the core of morality consists of following a rational and 
universally applicable moral rule—the Categorical Imperative—and 
doing so solely out of a sense of duty. 

• An action is right only if it conforms to such a rule, and we are 
morally praiseworthy only if we perform it for duty’s sake alone. (Vaughn, 
2020)
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Kantian, ethics

• Deontological, or Kantian, ethics is based on respect of autonomy 
and sacredness of every human being. 

• Once we agree on an ethical rule, it should be applied regardless of 
the consequences. 

• Nevertheless, it is hard to argue that consequences, specific 
circumstances, or personal relations are irrelevant for a physician’s 
decision. (Zwitter, 2019)K
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the golden rule of deontology 

• The first formulation has often been compared with the golden rule 
(do unto others as you would have them do unto you). … (Amer, 2019)
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(:ع)امام علیامیرالمؤمنین،

؛ أحبِب لِغَیرِک ما تُحِبُّ لِنَفسِک وَ اکرَه لَهُ ما تَکرَهُ لِنَفسِک

برای غیر خود آن را دوست بدار که برای خود دوست داری،        

.و آن را ناپسند دار که برای خود ناپسند می داری

(۲۲۲، ص ۷۴بحاراألنوار، ج )
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:صلى اهلل علیه و آلهاللّه، رسولُ 

.أعدَلُ النّاسِ مَن رَضِیَ لِلنّاسِ ما يَرضى لِنَفسِهِ، وکَرِهَ لَهُم ما يَكرَهُ لِنَفسِهِ

:پیامبر خدا صلى اهلل علیه و آله 

عادلترين مردم، کسى است که بر مردم همان پسندد که بر خود مى پسندد                  

[۷۲/۴1: األمالی للصدوق ]. و بر آنان نپسندد آنچه را بر خود نمى پسندد
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categorical imperative

• Kant says that through reason and reflection we can derive our duties 
from a single moral principle, what he calls the categorical imperative. …

• For Kant, our actions have logical implications—they imply general rules, or 
maxims, of conduct. 

• If you tell a lie for financial gain, you are in effect acting according to a 
maxim like “It’s okay to lie to someone when doing so benefits you 
financially.” 

• The question is whether the maxim corresponding to an action is a 
legitimate moral law. …. 

• Thus moral laws embody two characteristics thought to be essential to 
morality itself: universality and impartiality. (Vaughn, 2020)
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several other duties

• Kant’s first formulation of the categorical imperative yields several 
other duties, some of which are particularly relevant to bioethics. 

• Notably he argues that there is an absolute moral prohibition against 
killing the innocent, lying, committing suicide, and failing to help 
others when feasible. 

• Perhaps the most renowned formulation of the categorical imperative 
is the principle of respect for persons. …

• People must never be treated as if they were mere instruments for 
achieving some further end, for people are ends in themselves, 
possessors of ultimate inherent worth. …. (Vaughn, 2020)
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the inherent worth of persons

• According to Kant, the inherent worth of persons derives from their 
nature as free, rational beings capable of directing their own lives, 
determining their own ends, and decreeing their own rules by which 
to live. 

• Thus, the inherent value of persons does not depend in any way on 
their social status, wealth, talent, race, or culture. 

• Moreover, inherent value is something that all persons possess 
equally. Each person deserves the same measure of respect as any 
other. 

• …. (Vaughn, 2020)
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3.3 Virtue Ethics

• …. Virtue ethics stands in a different position: its foundation is the 
ethical characteristics of a person. Certain personal characteristics are 
recognized as virtues and others as vices. 
• Honesty, generosity, compassion, courage, justice, fidelity, and veracity are 

virtues that characterize an ethical person, 

• while deception, selfishness, cruelty, infidelity, and disingenuousness are 
some of the many characteristics that denote a vicious person. (Zwitter, 2019)
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Limitations of Virtue Ethics

• … No opinion can be given about persons whom we do not know 
well, or whose motives are not clear. 

• Beneficence towards another person may be sincere and altruistic or 
may be based on fear or selfishness. 
• In the first case, we are observing an act of a virtuous person; in the second 

case, the act may be ethically neutral or even wrong. 

• We also have to consider that virtues are often less than ideal: many 
people are beneficent, honest, and compassionate to a certain level 
but are not perfect. …. (Zwitter, 2019)

3
.3

 V
ir

tu
e

 E
th

ic
s

Mohammad Hossain Kaveh; PhD 32



An essential part of virtue ethics:
a rational ability to discern, (practical wisdom)

• While virtue ethics is not based on consequences of actions, a 
virtuous person will foresee these when considering a particular 
action. 

• An essential part of virtue ethics is, therefore, a rational ability to 
discern, also called practical wisdom or, in Greek, phronesis. 

• A child or an adolescent often acts with the best of intentions yet it is 
not able to foresee possible bad consequences of his act. He lacks 
practical wisdom which only comes after years of life experience. ….
(Zwitter, 2019)
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Virtue ethics; 
upgrading of utilitarian and deontological ethics

• Virtue ethics may be seen as an upgrading of utilitarian and 
deontological ethics. …. 

• A long-lasting relationship of a physician with a chronic patient, 
relationships within a family, a community of friends, or a healthcare 
team depend less on rules and more on trust and fidelity. 

• In the absence of such trusting relationships, such as the first visit of a 
new patient [or contacts with strangers], rules and codes of conduct 
come to the forefront. …. In such instances, the four ethical principles 
and ethical analysis might be the preferable approach. (Zwitter, 2019)
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Principlism

• …. Some theorists, however, … argue that besides the moral principles 
of utility and autonomy embodied in utilitarianism and Kantian ethics, 
there are others that our moral experience reveals—for example, the 
principles of nonmaleficence, beneficence, and justice …. (Vaughn, 2020)
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3.4 The Four Principles and Common Morality 
Ethics (Principlism)
• Four decades ago, Tom Beauchamp and James Childress presented 

their ethical theory, which is not based on a single principle. Later 
also called principlism, their theory rests on four basic principles: 
• Autonomy of the individual 

• Non-maleficence 

• Beneficence 

• Justice (Zwitter, 2019)
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Autonomy

• Autonomy of the individual is more than a simple right to self-
determination. …. 

• At this point, let us briefly point out that the autonomy of the 
individual includes 
• the right to being informed (for there is no autonomy without information) 

and 

• the right to confidentiality and privacy (otherwise other parties might 
influence an individual’s decisions without considering his or her will). 

• …. (Zwitter, 2019)
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Beneficence 

• When reviewing the basics of utilitarian ethics, we learned about the 
ethical principle of beneficence; the principle of non-maleficence is 
closely related. …. (Zwitter, 2019)
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Non-maleficence 

• …. We must respect the principle of non-maleficence even in our 
relationships with complete strangers. 

• No one has the right to spit at a stranger’s face, to spur hate or 
disseminate racist thoughts, or to destroy the environment for the 
future generations. (Zwitter, 2019)
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Justice

• Justice is the fourth ethical principle. 

• Here, we will be concerned only with the principle as it applies to 
medicine and will leave aside the issue of justice in everyday life and 
in relations outside of healthcare. 

• When it comes to disease, justice can be understood in two very 
different ways. 
• …, on the one hand, the European conception of justice in medicine and, 

• on the other, medical justice as perceived in the USA and many developing 
countries. (Zwitter, 2019)
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Justice

• In Europe, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and some other countries, 
access to healthcare is based on solidarity [comprehensive coverage] and is 
not limited by the individual’s social status and his or her past contributions 
to the healthcare fund. 

• Protection of health is, therefore, a human right and is guaranteed 
constitutionally and by law. Health insurance normally includes all citizens. 

• It is true, however, that treatment is often not completely free. Most of 
the healthcare systems require partial participation in costs so as to 
prevent misuse of the system. Nevertheless, such participation does not 
represent a huge financial burden for people, and even the very expensive 
modes of treatment are accessible to those from the lower social strata.
(Zwitter, 2019)
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justice

• In countries with no universal healthcare, justice is conceived 
differently: anyone is free to decide what kind of health insurance he 
or she wants to purchase. 

• It would be considered by many to be unfair or unjust to use the 
money collected from those who have paid insurance premiums also 
to provide medical care for those who have not paid for medical 
insurance. 

• For those without health insurance, many countries will cover the 
costs of life-saving treatment or the basic healthcare for the poorest. 
Here, the solidarity ends. …. (Zwitter, 2019)
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Are moral principles absolute? 

• But a major problem arises if we assume that our moral principles are 
absolute. …. 

• Say a moral theory consists of just two absolutist rules: “Do not lie” 
and “Do not harm patients.” 
• And suppose that telling a mentally unstable patient the truth about her 

terminal cancer will cause her immense psychological harm and probably 
hasten her death. 
• If her doctor tells her the truth, she will be harmed; 

• if her doctor lies and gives her only good news, she will not be harmed. The doctor 
cannot both tell her the truth and avoid harming her. (Vaughn, 2020)
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Critics of principlism

• Critics of principlism are quick to point out its most serious 
weakness: 
• the lack of a stable formula or procedure for assigning weights to principles to 

see which is strongest. Principles don’t have preassigned weights. 

• Sometimes autonomy carries the greatest moral weight; sometimes utility 
does; sometimes it’s unclear (at least initially) which principle is foremost. The 
challenge is to examine the facts of the case and make a considered moral 
judgment using the principles as general guides. 

• Advocates of principlism insist that this weighting process is rational, 
generally reliable, and not excessively subjective. (Vaughn, 2020)
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Weighing the conflicting principles/duties

• A theory with two or more main principles can get around this 
problem if the principles are prima facie—that is, if they apply in all 
cases unless there is a conflict between principles that requires 
deciding which principle is weightier. 

• …. (Vaughn, 2020)
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