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Ethical Theory 
Ethical theories attempt to clarify what is right 

and wrong and teach us how we should act.  

Natural Law 

Theory 

An ethical theory established by St Thomas 

Aquinas which focusses on doing good and 

avoiding evil. This is known as synderesis.  

 

 Primary Precepts 

  

 Five rules which help humans achieve 

synderesis. These are: Preservation of Life, 

Continuation of Human Species, Education of 

Children, Live in an Ordered Society and 

Worship God. 

Act Utilitarianism 

An ethical theory, established by Jeremy 

Bentham, which states that an action that 

brings the greatest amount of happiness to the 

greatest amount of people is the right action.  

Hedonic Calculus 

A system used to work out which action will 

produce the greatest amount of pleasure for 

the greatest number of people.  

 Situation Ethics 

Situation Ethics was created by Joseph 

Fletcher.  Fletcher believed what was right and 

wrong depended upon the individual’s situation 

and the action that produced the most love 

was the right action. 

Four Fundamental 

Principles 

In order to help people make the most loving 

action, Fletcher created four fundamental 

principles to consider when making a decision. 

These are: Pragmatism, Personalism, 

Relativism and Positivism. 

Dilemma 
A situation where a difficult choice has to be 

made. 

Act Utilitarianism: Jeremy Bentham believed an action that brings 

the greatest amount of happiness to the greatest amount of      

people is the right action. Act Utilitarianism is considered hedon-

istic because it focusses on pleasure. It is also considered            

quantitative because it focusses on the amount of pleasure. 

In order to work out which action will produce the greatest amount 

of pleasure for the greatest number of people, Bentham created 

the Hedonic Calculus: 

1. Intensity - how intense will the pleasure be? 

2. Duration - how long will the pleasure last? 

3. Certainty - how likely is it that pleasure will occur? 

4. Propinquity - how soon will the pleasure occur? 

5. Fecundity - will the action lead to future pleasure?  

6. Purity - will the action lead to future pain? 

7. Extent - how many people will benefit from the action? 

Natural Law Theory:  St Thomas Aquinas believed it was our hu-
man nature to do good and avoid evil. He called this synderesis. 
Natural Law Theory is based on five primary precepts (rules). 

1. Preservation of Life. 

2. Continuation of Human       
Species. 

3. Education of Children. 

4. Live in an Ordered Society. 

5. Worship God. 

Situation Ethics: Joseph Fletcher believed what was right and 

wrong depended upon the individual’s situation. In order to help 

people make the most loving decision, Fletcher created four 

working principles to consider when making a decision. 

1. Pragmatism - actions must achieve a loving outcome. 

2. Personalism - we should always show love for people. 

3. Relativism - the right action depends on the situation. 

4. Positivism - our faith should include the most loving action. 

Humans create rules that 

will fulfil the primary               

precepts. These rules are 

known as secondary                 

precepts. 

The Trolley Problem 
 

 

 

The Violinist Dilemma 

Judith Jarvis Thomson created this dilemma. She said 
imagine you wake up in the morning and find yourself back-to-
back in bed with an unconscious violinist. He has been found 
to have a fatal kidney disease, and the Society of Music 
Lovers has researched all the available medical records and 
found that you alone have the right blood type to help. They 
have therefore kidnapped you, and last night the violinist's 
circulatory system was plugged into yours, so that your 
kidneys can be used to extract poisons from his blood as well 
as your own. If you unplug the violinist you would kill him. 
However, you only have to stay plugged in for nine months. 
By then he will have recovered from his disease and can 
safely be unplugged from you. What would you do? 

The Ticking Bomb Dilemma 

 

A train has broken and is going to kill five people unless you 

pull a lever to change its direction. If you pull this lever the 

train will kill one person instead. What do you do? 

A criminal group states that it has hidden a nuclear bomb in 

London. The authorities have captured the leader of the group 

and they say that only they know where the bomb is. They    

refuse to reveal the location. Torture is guaranteed to produce 

the information needed to ensure the authorities find and make 

the bomb safe. Is it acceptable for you to have them tortured to 

find out where the bomb is and save millions of lives, or is it 

unacceptable to torture them, no matter how many die as a   

result of the explosion? 


