
How do we make moral decisions?

All of us will be faced with making moral decisions in our 
lives. Reflecting on these decisions allows us to find 
what the sources of morality are, for example: virtue, 
pleasure/happiness, or scripture. 

There is a distinction to be made between two types of 
ethical theories. Those like Kantianism are absolutist, 
meaning they hold certain moral principles to be true 
at all times. On the other hand, utilitarianism and 
situation ethics are relativist, meaning they believe 
what is moral changes depending on certain factors. 

There are strengths and weaknesses to all ethical 
theories. It is up to you to decide what one may align 
with your views and help you make moral decisions. 

What is morality? Virtue Ethics
Virtue Ethics was first proposed by the Ancient Greek 
Philosopher Aristotle. This ethical theory focusses not 
what the right act is to be but what type of person 
should you be.
That means that a good person who acts morally acts 
with virtues in mind. They have practical wisdom in 
applying them and they find the right amount of virtue 
to employ through the “golden mean.” Aristotle 
thought that the most important virtues were the 
cardinal virtues, specifically: prudence (wisdom,) justice 
(fairness,) temperance (restraint/patience,) and 
courage.  
The strength of virtue ethics is that it centres on the 
whole person, but not everyone agrees what virtues 
are.

Morals: Principles and 
beliefs concerning right 
and wrong behaviour.

Absolutist: A moral 
absolutist believes that 
there are rules or principles 
that are morally right in 
every situation.

Relativist: A moral relativist 
believes that moral 
judgments are true or false 
only relative to some 
particular standpoint.

Virtue Ethics: An ethical 
theory first proposed by 
Aristotle. It focusses on the 
question “who should I 
be?” Rather than, “What 
should I do?”

Agape: Unconditional, 
unwavering love. Christians 
believe agape is the 
highest type of love, 
modelled by Jesus.

Utilitarianism: An ethical 
theory based on the 
principle of doing the 
greatest good for the 
greatest number.

Situation EthicsUtilitarianism
Situation Ethics is a relativist ethical theory proposed by 
the philosopher and theologian Joseph Fletcher. 

Fletcher formulated this theory by looking at the way 
that Jesus lived and treated people from all walks of life 
with agape love – an unconditional love which is 
deeply regarded by Christians. 

For Fletcher, he believed we ought to judge each 
situation and moral decision with agape in mind, and 
the moral choice is the one which treats people with 
this love, just like Jesus would have done. 

Utilitarianism was first proposed by Jeremy Bentham. He 
formulated the Principle of Utility, which states that the 
moral act is the one that does the “greatest good for 
the greatest number of people.”
He defines this “good” as being pleasure. So whatever 
decision causes the most pleasure and minimises pain is 
the moral one. 

The way you can judge what is moral is by using the 
Hedonic Calculus. An empirical way Bentham thought 
we could measure and assess different pleasures and 
pains.


