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ToT5 – 15 February 2017 – ToT5 

 

a very brief introduction to deontological and teleological ethical systems 

 

some introductory quotations 

 

Plato (died 347 BCE) famously posed The Euthyphro Dilemma, in the person of 

Socrates (died 399 BCE): ‘Is something right because the gods command it, or do 

the gods command it because it is right?’ 

 

Aristotle (died 322 BCE) distinguished between natural desires (‘needs’) and 

acquired desires (‘wants’). In one sense, this observation (known also as the 

distinction between ‘real goods’ and ‘apparent goods’) is at the heart of how we 

approach an understanding of good and evil (cf. virtue theory, below).        

 

‘This is the first precept of law – that good is to be done and evil is to be avoided. 

All other precepts of the Natural Law are based upon it’ (St. Thomas Aquinas, 

died 1274). 

 

‘Christopher, my blood-soaked Calculus’ (Benedict Cumberbatch, playing Alan 

Turing, in The Imitation Game). 

 

‘Two things above all others fill the mind with ever-increasing awe and wonder: 

the starry heavens above and the moral law within’ (Immanuel Kant, died 1804). 

 

‘Moral statements/actions are by definition a-priori synthetic’ (abridged, ibid). 

 

‘All experience must conform to knowledge’ (ibid). 

 

‘Ought implies Can’ (ibid). 

 

‘Children have no duty of care to their Parents’ (abridged, ibid). 

 

‘Nature has placed humankind under the governance of two sovereign masters: 

pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as 

to establish what we shall do (Jeremy Bentham, died 1832). 

 

‘It is better to be a human being dis-satisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be 

Socrates dis-satisfied than a fool satisfied’ (John Stuart Mill, died 1873). 

 

‘Only one thing is intrinsically good, namely love: nothing else at all, and there 

are times when people have to push their principles aside and do the right thing’ 

[Joseph Fletcher, in Situation Ethics (1963)].  

 

‘Holding to the view that moral values are relative does not mean that relativists 

have no moral principles’.’ [Many ‘A’ Level RS students fall into this 

examination error.]  

 

‘We are all jars of clay, fragile and poor, yet we hold within us an immense 

treasure’ (Pope Francis).   
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development
1
 

 

Moral Absolutism is the view that certain ethical imperatives or 

prohibitions (such as always tell the truth and do not commit murder) are 

always true, in all places and in all circumstances. In other words, certain 

actions are objectively right or wrong, regardless of subjective 

preferences. It is encapsulated well in the above natural law quotation 

from St. Thomas Aquinas. Thus, rape, torture and murder are always 

intrinsically wrong, everywhere (this approach derives from Aristotle’s 

notion of cause and purpose, in his account of nlt, explained last 

October). 

 

It is a deontological approach to ethical issues, meaning a (dutiful) 

moral rule which does not look to consequences, unlike the approach 

championed by Bentham, and the one effectively adopted by Alan Turing 

during World War ll. 

 

In the ToT1 Session, for those of you who were present, Plato epitomises 

this absolutist approach to ethics, depicted with his hand turned upwards 

in the famous School of Athens fresco. For him, moral absolutes – truth 

and goodness, for example – are real properties, existing in the Ideal 

World of the Forms. In this life, we experience these entities in a true, if 

imperfect, manner, a view articulated by Plato by the use of the Simile 

(analogy) of the Sun. [This notion is developed in his most famous work, 

Republic, using the Analogy of the Cave (cf. ToT1).] 

 

The Sun is one major source of human beings’ growth and life (the other 

one, being water, for obvious reasons). It makes possible, for example, 

the faculty of sight. In an analogical manner, the Sun represents the Form 

of Goodness, which is the basis for all of the other forms, the key point 

being that their existence in some way guarantees moral absolutes. 

 

Aristotle, despite having championed nlt, also developed a teleological 

ethical approach, known as virtue theory (vt). As discussed last October, 

he disagreed with his great friend, Plato, maintaining that the idea of 

Universal Forms is an illusory one. Aristotle adopted a kind of rule of 

thumb understanding of ethics. 

 

A simple way of understanding vt (known also as aretaic ethics, derived 

from the Greek word for ‘excellence’) is to imagine two children on a 

                                                 
1
 Some of this development is derived from AQA AS Religious Studies (2008 edition, pages 11 to 18). 
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seesaw, one going ‘up’ and the other going ‘down’. It is very difficult for 

them to maintain equilibrium (indeed, they have little interest in so 

doing), which is a state of balance between two opposing forces. But this 

is precisely what Aristotle recommends: The moral life is lived well 

when it manages to establish a midway between two proposed extremes 

of behaviour. He called this the Golden Mean (‘courage’, for example, 

being the ‘virtuous mean’ between the extremes – ‘vices’ - of ‘cowardice’ 

and ‘fool-hardiness’).  

 

It (vt) represents the idea that what really matters is the individual’s 

character. In other words, morality has to do with the development of 

one’s virtues (related to the concept of eudaimonia, explained last 

October). Thus, vt does not ask the question ‘What is the right thing to 

do?’ It requires us to focus on being, rather than on doing, on the 

assumption that if the former is ‘right’, then the latter will also be ‘right’. 

 

Of course, other moral philosophers – Aquinas, Kant and Bentham, for 

instance – also discussed the virtues, but their primary emphasis was on 

establishing ‘right ways of behaviour’. 

 

Kantianism personifies a rigorous version of deontological (secular) 

absolutism, famously known as the Categorical Imperative (CI). It 

maintains that ‘actions’ and not ‘consequences’ are the chief focus of the 

moral enterprise: certain actions are always right or wrong in themselves, 

independent of intended ‘good consequences’; thus, it is never right to 

tell a lie (give his famous, controversial example). 

 

The CI, rooted in the three postulates of practical reason (God’s 

existence, freedom of the will and the immortality of the soul), seeks to 

establish a basis for ethical behaviour centred in an appeal to innate 

human reason (give the dog example). Only actions that are performed in 

keeping with this law and without any regard whatsoever to 

‘consequences’ conform to the CI and its three formulations 

(universalizability principle ends and means principle and the kingdom 

of ends principle). 

 

All other actions – no matter how well-intentioned they may appear to be 

– are heteronomous and hypothetical by nature (to be explained during 

the Session, using the school report example). Kant’s theory can be 

summarised in these two pithy sentences: a) Duty is its own reward. b) 

My duty in one situation is my duty in all situations. 
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His emphasis on ‘reason’ is one feature that the theory shares with 

natural law theory (nlt, summarised in the claim that it is right reason 

making moral judgements). Its most famous advocate is Aquinas, who 

adapted Aristotle’s theory of causation, arguing that God had created 

human beings with a purpose, and their task is to work out that purpose, 

working in accordance with it. And this ‘working-out’ can be undertaken 

by examining the Bible, Church teaching and the manner in which the 

human body functions. 

 

Aquinas distinguishes between unchanging Primary Precepts 

(reproduction, preservation of life, education of the young, peaceful 

living in society and the worship of God) and Secondary Precepts. The 

latter are flexible; thus, education of youth, for example, needs to 

accommodate itself to the circumstances of the time and culture(s) in 

which it is applied, using the faculty of practical wisdom. 

 

Utilitarianism (U) has many forms (Kant would have termed it 

Consequentialism), but its essential principles conform to the ideas that 

there are no moral absolutes and that the primary goal of the moral 

enterprise is the attainment of happiness in this life, in whatever way that 

concept is to be understood (Bentham favoured the hedonic calculus and 

Mill a qualitative evaluation of pleasures, to be explained during the 

Session). Situation Ethics (SE) is a (controversial) Christian 

interpretation of U, emphasising the importance of Agape in the moral 

decision-making process. It is an appeal to Christian Relativism, 

supporting abortion, for example, though not all of its adherents would 

approve such actions (on the grounds that not to abort is the most loving 

thing to do!).   

 

(U) - a tale of two horses – (U) 

 

Abraham Lincoln (assassinated 1865), unknown to him, is probably a 

good example of SE at work. He had the unenviable task of deciding 

which Union soldiers should be pardoned for ‘capital offences’ during the 

Civil War. In the recent film, Lincoln (starring Daniel Day-Lewis), he is 

represented deciding the fate of a sixteen year old convicted of cowardice 

(the boy had purposely lamed his horse). ‘Lincoln’ expresses the view 

that executing the boy will hardly improve his relationship with the horse, 

and pardons him! 

 

As late as 1829 (the year when the Catholic Emancipation Act was 

passed!), the Bloody Code (UK) permitted the last execution for horse-

theft. A sixteen year old boy was its beneficiary! The judge, passing 
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sentence, having listened to the boy’s plea (‘your Honour, it is a terrible 

thing to hang someone so young for having stolen a horse’), replies: 

 

Young man, I am sentencing you to hang not because you have stolen a 

horse, but so that others may learn not to steal horses.
2
 

 

These two tales exemplify how U theories can be employed to arrive at 

two very different conclusions, pointing to their alleged flexibility.  

 

Critics, on the other hand – Kant, for example – argue that moral 

absolutism best serves the principles of justice (he famously endorsed 

retributive capital punishment for murderers and castration for rapists; 

most bizarrely, however, Kant also believed that maternal infanticide of 

illegitimate children had moral justification – await this explanation, on 

15/2!).  

 

And contemporary versions of nlt (John Finnis’ version, for example, 

which is really a not particularly original modernising of Aquinas’ 

thought) maintain that its Secondary Precepts ensure that the proper 

interests of justice are made available to everyone. [The theory – nlt – 

goes back to the Stoics, who believed that human beings have a divine 

spark within them, which helps us to live according to God’s will and the 

dictates of nature.]       

  

Cultural Relativism (cr) disagrees with moral absolutism, arguing that 

morality is little more than habits endorsed by particular societies 

(‘When, in Rome, do as the Romans do’). There is no universal standard 

of conduct. Its advantage is that it suits well the notion of multi-

culturalism. The main disadvantage – frequently overlooked by relativists 

of all persuasions – is that if different moral codes should all be given 

equal weight, then the theory becomes absolutist. In addition, it implicitly 

endorses wife-beating (permitted in some countries), and it is difficult to 

understand how cr could effectively oppose Nazism and the horrors it 

unleashed upon the world. 

 

Thus, on balance, at least from the perspective of most people, there is 

much to be said for Plato’s belief that not all opinions are of equal 

worth, an observation that applies as much to our time (think of the 

                                                 
2
 These quotations are adapted from Harry Potter’s book, Hanging in Judgment: Religion and the 

Death Penalty in England (1993 edition) – it has not been possible to provide page numbers, as this 

‘tale’ is recounted from memory, and it is also possible that the condemned man was older than sixteen 

years of age. On 13 August 1964, the last executions (of Peter Anthony Allen and Gwynne Owens) 

took place in the UK (Potter, page 199). 
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ludicrous notion of alternative facts, espoused by the Trump White 

House) as it did when his great friend, Aristotle, defined slaves as 

working tools! 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
ToT 6 – a preparatory story, before turning our attention to the death of jesus – ToT 6 

 

‘the letters are taking wing’ 
 

“Ernie managed to spit-up the needle of fire jabbing at his throat and, as 

the girl’s body slumped against him, he knew that he could do nothing 

more for anyone in this world, and in the flash that preceded his own 

annihilation, he remembered – happily – the legend of Rabbi Chanina ben 

Teradion: When the gentle rabbi, wrapped in the scrolls of the Torah, 

was flung upon the pyre by the Romans for having taught the Law, and 

when they lit the faggots, branches still green to make his torture last, 

his pupils said, ‘Master, what do you see?’ And he answered, ‘I see the 

parchment burning, but the letters are taking wing.’ 

 

‘Ah, yes, the letters are taking wing’, repeated Ernie, as the flame blazing 

in his chest suddenly invaded his brain, and – with dying arms – he 

embraced Golda’s body in an already unconscious gesture of loving 

protection. They were found in that position half-an-hour later, by the 

Sonderkommando responsible for burning the Jews in the ovens of the 

crematoria. 

 

And so it was for millions, who from Luftmensch became Luft. I shall 

not translate. This story will not finish with some tomb to be visited in 

pious memory, for the smoke that rises from crematoria obeys physical 

laws like any other ones: the particles come together and disperse 

according to the wind. 

 

The novel ends with these words: ‘At times, it is true, one’s heart could 

break in sorrow. But often, too, in the evening, I cannot help thinking that 

Ernie Levy, dead six million times, is still alive somewhere .., a 

presence.’”
3
 

 
Holloway makes no apology for the extended quotation, arguing that it shows Hell 

exists on Earth, in a trajectory from the New Testament to the Final Solution: ‘Why 

has the Christian world hated the Jews so much?’ he asks (page 108). An answer will 

be attempted, at least in part, on 22 March: Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is One 

(Dt. 6:4). 

                                                 
3
 Richard Holloway, Doubts and Loves (2001 edition, pages 107 to 108, quoting from The Last of the 

Just, by André Schwarz-Bart 


