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Get the most from this book

Everyone has to decide his or her own revision strategy, but it is essential to review your work, learn it and test your understanding. These Revision Notes will help you to do that in a planned way, topic by topic. Use this book as the cornerstone of your revision and don’t hesitate to write in it – personalise your notes and check your progress by ticking off each section as you revise.

Track your progress

Use the revision planner on pages iv–vi to plan your revision, topic by topic. Make a note when you have:


•  revised and understood a topic

•  tested yourself

•  practised the ‘Now test yourself’ questions and checked your answers.



You can also keep track of your revision by noting each topic heading in the book. You may find it helpful to add your own notes as you work through each topic.

Features to help you succeed
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Exam tips and checklists

Expert tips are given throughout the book to help you polish your exam technique in order to maximise your chances in the exam. The exam checklists provide a quick-check bullet list for each topic.
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Typical mistakes

The author identifies the typical mistakes candidates make and explains how you can avoid them.
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Now test yourself

These short, knowledge-based questions provide the first step in testing your learning. Answers are at the back of the book.
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Revision activities

These activities will help you to understand each topic in an interactive way.
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Key terms

Clear, concise definitions of essential key words are provided where they first appear.

Key words from the specification are highlighted in bold throughout the book.
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Making links

Useful links are provided to other topics within the specification.
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Key quotes

Quotes are provided from sources of wisdom or scholars named on the specification to help you understand key concepts.
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My revision planner

Introduction to ethics

Assessment and exams

Countdown to my exams

1 Natural Law

1.1   Introduction

1.2   Aristotle’s idea of telos

1.3   Aquinas’ four tiers of law

1.4   Aquinas’ primary and secondary precepts

1.5   Applying Natural Law and the doctrine of double effect

1.6   Assessing the idea of telos

1.7   Assessing Natural Law

1.8   Summary and exam tips

2 Situation ethics

2.1   Introduction

2.2   Fletcher and agape

2.3   Four working principles and six propositions

2.4   Applying situation ethics

2.5   Situation ethics as a religious theory

2.6   Assessing situation ethics

2.7   Summary and exam tips

3 Kantian ethics

3.1   Introduction

3.2   Kant and duty

3.3   Hypothetical and categorical imperatives

3.4   Kant’s three formulations

3.5   Applying Kantian ethics

3.6   Assessing the idea of duty

3.7   Discussing Kantian ethics

3.8   Summary and exam tips

4 Utilitarianism

4.1   Introduction

4.2   Bentham: utility and the hedonic calculus

4.3   Mill’s utilitarianism

4.4   Act and rule utilitarianism

4.5   Applying utilitarianism

4.6   Assessing utilitarianism

4.7   Criticisms of utilitarianism

4.8   Summary and exam tips

5 Euthanasia

5.1   Introduction

5.2   Sanctity of life and quality of life

5.3   Autonomy and euthanasia

5.4   Acts and omissions

5.5   Natural Law and euthanasia

5.6   Situation ethics and euthanasia

5.7   Assessing the relevance of sanctity of life

5.8   Summary and exam tips

6 Business ethics

6.1   Introduction

6.2   Corporate social responsibility

6.3   Good ethics as good business

6.4   Whistleblowing

6.5   Globalisation and business

6.6   Utilitarianism and business

6.7   Kantian ethics and business

6.8   Assessing the issues

6.9   Summary and exam tips

7 Meta-ethical theories

7.1   Introduction

7.2   Ethical naturalism

7.3   Intuitionism

7.4   Emotivism

7.5   Ethical terms as objective and meaningful

7.6   Ethical terms as subjective or meaningless

7.7   Is ‘What is good?’ the key question in ethics?

7.8   Summary and exam tips

8 Conscience

8.1   Introduction

8.2   Aquinas on conscience – synderesis and conscientia

8.3   Aquinas – vincible and invincible ignorance

8.4   Freud’s psychological view of conscience

8.5   Assessing Aquinas’ theological approach to conscience

8.6   Assessing conscience as psychological or from society

8.7   Comparing Aquinas and Freud

8.8   Summary and exam tips

9 Sexual ethics

9.1   Introduction

9.2   Premarital and extramarital sex

9.3   Homosexuality

9.4   Considering Natural Law

9.5   Considering situation ethics

9.6   Do religious views still have a role in modern sexual ethics?

9.7   Considering utilitarianism

9.8   Considering Kantian ethics

9.9   Is sexual behaviour private?

9.10 Summary and exam tips

Glossary

Now test yourself – answers


Introduction to ethics

What is ethics?

Ethics refers to the branch of philosophy that deals with moral principles, specifically how we act or behave.

Ethics is not the same as study of laws: Murder is morally and legally wrong. Telling a lie in most circumstances is not against the law, but it could be viewed as morally wrong.

Ethics is not the same as customs and culture. There are different customs on how we greet others – a kiss on the cheek or a handshake, yet to fail to shake hands with someone is not usually seen as morally wrong.

Types of ethical questions

There are three main levels of ethical questions.
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Approaches to normative ethics

In normative ethics, theories are often characterised as being absolutist or relativist. An absolutist believes that moral rules are fixed and apply at all times and all places. A relativist believes that moral rules are not fixed but are dependent on situation or culture.

Ethical theories can also be characterised as deontological or teleological. A deontological ethic concentrates on whether the action itself is good – for example, is it right or wrong to steal? A teleological ethic judges the rightness of an action by the consequence; it may be acceptable to steal if your family is starving.

As a generalisation:


•  Natural Law and Kantian ethics are absolutist and deontological.

•  Utilitarianism and situation ethics are relativist and teleological.
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Key terms

Absolutism In ethics, the idea that right and wrong is fixed at all times and for all people

Deontological An ethic that is focused on the rightness or wrongness of the action itself

Relativism The idea that what is right or wrong is not fixed but is dependent on situation or culture

Teleological The idea that goodness is determined by the outcome of actions
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Typical mistake

A caution on deontological and teleological ethics

The division of ethical theories into deontological and teleological is a generalisation. It is possible to argue that Natural Law is teleological and that rule utilitarianism is not completely relativist. When thinkers put forward theories on what is right and wrong, they do not plan to be absolutist, relativist, deontological or teleological. They are put into these boxes by others at a later date!
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Ethics and religion

A key question in ethics is the relationship between God and ethics. If it is believed that God has revealed commands on how to live, for example, in the Bible or the Qur’an, then it could be argued that these commands are all that are needed and that they must be followed.

The three main views on the relationship between religion and ethics are:


1  Autonomous. Ethics is separate to theology and religion. What is right and wrong does not depend on religion at all.

2  Heteronomous. Ethics and religion depend on each other.

3  Theonomous. Right and wrong is dependent entirely on the command of God. This is sometimes known as Divine Command Ethics.



Enjoy it!

The topics you will come across in Religion and Ethics will give you theories to address some of life’s greatest questions and you will look at issues that are current and controversial. Unlike some subjects, there are no easy or agreed answers, so it is important that you are an active student of the course. This means that you don’t just passively learn different ideas but that you actually get involved in thinking about each of the topics and which of the ideas you agree with. The best students enjoy their learning and are passionate about RS.
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