How should people make ethical decisions?

Ethical decision- making is a term that refers to making a choice in life on the basis of certain moral principles.  One’s ethics comprise of the beliefs and values that one holds about what is right and what is wrong, what is good and what is bad. Each person has a set of ethics which will have an impact on what decisions he/ she will take in life. People’s ethics may be based on influential people’s thoughts, a world religion, their own unique individual ideals or one of the types of ethics I will be referring to in this essay. Opinions on what is right and what is wrong have been articulated down the ages in different cultures in different parts of the world: some date back to hundreds of years whilst some are relatively recent in origin. As ethics are created on the basis of what is culturally acceptable too, a wide and varied range of ethical principles can be found across the globe. Personally, I believe that arguments can be made either in favour of or against any particular ethical way of thinking. Furthermore, I don’t think there is a perfect system on the basis of which one can make a faultless decision. There is always a margin for error or misjudgement in a certain ethical decision- making process. This essay will debate the merits and demerits of four types of ethical ways of making decisions in life and how they can affect an individual or a wider society. The ethics I will be examining include (1) Utilitarianism, (2) situation ethics, (3) religious ethics and (4) ego- centric ethics. Each of these sets of ethics is based upon different ideas and principles but all are widely known and have their adherents in different parts of the world.

Utilitarianism is the idea that we should act in a way that results in “the greatest good for the greatest number.” This phrase means that everyone should think about what would be the best path to take in a particular situation in order to achieve happiness for the majority of people rather than for one individual. Utilitarianism believes that we should make our decisions looking at the effect it produces. It focuses on the outcome of a situation rather than the thought process behind it. Therefore, from the Utilitarian point of view it could be argued that, if one does something “bad” or “wrong” but if the net result of one’s actions ends in happiness for the bulk of the individuals caught in a situation, then that is what counts and not the act that is behind it. For example, if a man holds twenty people at gunpoint and the police shoot him to save the others, a utilitarian would justify the death of that one man on the ground that it had helped save twenty more lives. 

Utilitarian principles often have an element of hedonism too. Thus a utilitarian would argue that one should perform an action which results in the most pleasurable outcome. An example of how these two principles mix would be the case of a man who on winning the lottery was faced with the choice of either keeping his winnings for his own family or donating it to a charity. Sharing his wealth with his family would be a course of action that would be the most pleasurable one for him whilst still not being utterly selfish which, spending all his winnings on just his own self would be. 

Utilitarianism is a very old principle with its roots in Aristotle but with many people still following and defending it today. Utilitarianism is an ethical decision- making process that is constantly debated or judged upon even in today’s society, but one thing is clear: it is a principle that cannot be dismissed out of hand. The most compelling argument in favour of the utilitarian way of thinking is that it ensures goodness and happiness for the greatest number of people. Ensuring the physical and mental well- being of many people would mean that more people would be happy and safe in a society. Consequently, a generally more well- rounded and positive environment would be created than when only a few people are happy with the great many discontented. 

The efficacy of the Utilitarian way of thinking can be demonstrated in a range of different situations and indeed has been a major force behind public policies all over the world. For example, President Barack Obama’s recent health policy can be supported on utilitarian grounds. There is a widely held view that health care and medical treatment is one of the greatest necessities of humankind and should be made easily accessible and offered to everyone regardless of one’s class background or income. By making it possible for a greater number of Americans to access health care more easily Obama’s health reforms have the potential of bettering the lives of greater number of American people than was the case earlier. Thus it is a sound policy from the Utilitarian point of view. 

The positive value of utilitarian thinking can be seen in another example. Thus the utilitarian argument could be invoked in support of less expenditure on military and arms by all nations in the world which would ensure more peace and security of life than that possible when governments put aside a substantially high amount of their budgets for defence expenditures. Cuts in the latter area would make more funds available to governments for use in life affirming activities such as providing for clean water, health care and education for people not ordinarily able to access them. Taking a decision that would benefit the greater number of people in any country would not be the only important reason for supporting utilitarianism. Support for it would also be warranted on the grounds that it is an incredibly rational way to reach a decision that takes questionable factors such God’s will out of the equation and leaves decision makers the opportunity to make a choice that is based on the issue of increasing or reducing happiness for maximum number of people. 

A strong point in favour of decision- making based on utilitarian principles is that it creates a greater possibility for unselfish behaviour. Utilitarianism encourages one to look at a situation from a perspective that is good for the many even if it is not beneficial for a small number of individuals or even one’s own self. Thinking in this manner gives people the scope to become more open minded, empathetic and considerate. A good example of how being a utilitarian would make one less selfish would be a situation in which there was a piece of government land available for use either for the purpose of building a state school or a private school. A utilitarian would argue that the land should be given for constructing a state school as it would cater to a larger number of local students coming both middle and low income families as opposed to children from more affluent families whose parents could afford to give them education in institutions located anywhere and not necessarily from a newly built local school. By being a utilitarian in this situation and giving the land for a state school one would immediately be putting oneself in the shoes of poorer families and helping them concretely, becoming in the process more tolerant and therefore less selfish. 

Another reason in favour of the utilitarian principle is that it is based on an idea that is very easy to understand and in turn is easier for people to incorporate into their lives. In comparison to other ethical principles it is also one that can be more easily translated into action in ordinary, run of the mill situations.  Let us, for example, take the case of a mother who is shopping for her family and cannot decide whether to buy watermelons or apples for them. Since more people in her family like apples and apples are more nutritious than watermelons, buying this fruit would bring the most happiness to the greatest number of people in her household. The mother’s decision to buy apples would be a choice based on utilitarianism. Here one can clearly see how easily utilitarian ideals can be applied not just in situations of public importance but also more private everyday situations. Lastly, it could be argued that it is wise to base one’s decision- making on the possible outcome that would follow from one’s choice as this is how and why many people in general naturally make decisions anyway. Human beings are naturally inclined to take a decision by looking at its pros and cons and the final potential result of their actions. So utilitarianism can be perceived as a tried and tested way of taking decisions in human society. 

What would be the implications of following utilitarianism on a large scale? If the whole world became utilitarian, or utilitarianism was followed universally, it would have a profound global effect. To begin with, if all human society became utilitarian then it would create a more peaceful world. For instance, a utilitarian would say that more people are harmed when disagreements between nations or large groups of people are sought to be resolved through violence than if differences are sorted out peacefully through discussion and debate between the concerned parties. Therefore it stands to reason that the avoidance of war would be a good thing that would benefit a greater number of people than resorting to violent means. Thus from the utilitarian point of view, peace should be pursued in order to bring the greatest happiness, in this case security of life and property, to the greatest number of people. 

The second justification for pursuing the utilitarian method of decision- making more widely is that it can provide for more international stability. When recently Britain’s bankers who were a small group of people took risky decisions with the public’s money they showed that they were not thinking in a utilitarian way. Instead they were pursuing matters in a highly ego-centric manner, taking a gamble that would not affect them personally but since was not guaranteed to be successful had the potential of causing havoc for a great many people if the bankers’ ventures were to go wrong. Unfortunately, things did go wrong and the whole of Britain is now facing the consequences of the decisions taken by a few people. If the bankers in question had been guided by utilitarian principles then they would not have taken the risks that they did when such high stakes were involved and would have considered beforehand the consequences of their decisions for the population at large and the disastrous outcome that would arise if their speculations proved to be wrong. Had they been utilitarian’s in their approach, the bankers would have taken less of a risk in order to benefit the maximum number of people and not created a situation that has led to such massive financial and mental insecurity in Britain today. A more judicious utilitarian way of thinking would have ensured more stability financially speaking both at home and abroad as well. 

Turning now to the disadvantages or limitations of utilitarian ethics, the first con that comes to mind is that this represents a way of thinking that does not take into account the peace of mind of the person making a decision on the basis of utilitarianism. The following example will help illustrate this point. Let us suppose a robber came into one’s house and threatened to hurt all the members of one’s family. In such situation it would be beneficial from the perspective of the greater number of people caught up this situation to injure or even kill the robber in order to protect the majority. A utilitarian would deem this action as correct in the given circumstances but would not take into account the agony and guilt that would be felt by those taking this action even though the principle guiding them had been one that had ensured the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people in the situation. The fact that they had harmed another human being even if this had resulted in a good outcome for them might prey on the minds of the people who had acted against the robber. This example shows that the aftermath of decision- making by one person that could affect another person negatively can be mentally so fraught, that even what could be justified on utilitarian grounds as being good decision could seem like a horrifying and troublesome one. 

One important limitation of utilitarianism is that it cares only about the outcome of a particular decision and not the intentions behind it no matter how honourable they may have been. The support accorded by a number of Indian politicians to the decision to partition India in 1947 can be seen as an example in point. When the decision to partition India in 1947 was finally taken by the British a number of Indian leaders supported it because they truly believed that this was the best decision in the circumstances and would be for the good of the majority of the people in India because it was no longer possible for the people belonging to the two different religious communities of Hindus and Muslims to live peacefully together. Thus many Indian leaders believed that it would be better for the Muslim majority areas in the North West and East India to be separated from the rest of India and constituted into a new nation state called Pakistan. Supporters of partition believed that such a course of action would help India avoid communal violence and breakdown of law and order. However, instead of containing the problem of communal disharmony partition led to untold horrors, death, destruction, chaos and homeless refugees on an unprecedented scale. Utilitarian’s would argue that the politicians who had supported partition were at fault, condemning these leaders for the terrible outcome of their decision even though good and noble intentions lay behind it. In the utilitarian scheme of things there was no place for such noble sentiments since the outcome for the choice that had been made was a disastrous one. 

It is important to remember that although it might be good to please the majority of people, sometimes when doing so one can undermine the interests of a minority. When a government is voted in, in a democratic country by the people it is based on the fact that the majority of them are happy. However, this does not stem the disappointment of or stop the debates raging within the minority. In fact, the minority are made to suffer for a certain period of time which seems unfair as everyone in a democratic country should have a say in how their country is run. Furthermore, it could be argued that although the will of the largest number of people would prevail in a situation where utilitarianism is followed, the largest number may not deserve happiness. Example. Lastly and most significantly, it is important to bear in mind while assessing the value of utilitarianism the issue of what constitutes greatest good for the greatest number and who decides this. It is pertinent to recall here that British imperialists justified the continuity of the British Empire in South Asia on the grounds that they were civilising their colonised subjects and offering them a chance for happiness by providing the natives a superior religion in the form of Christianity and modern European style education, health services, transport, etc. While the British colonial rulers believed that they were providing the greatest good for the greatest number of people in their empire the great majority of natives thoroughly disagreed with this view. The latter contested not only the coloniser’s perception that the greatest number of native people had benefited from colonial rule but also the meaning of what constituted ‘happiness’ or ‘good’ and the right of an alien ruling class to decide this for them. The colonised wanted colonialism to cease since from their perspective colonialism had not delivered the utilitarian promise of the greatest happiness to the greatest number of people. It is therefore important to consider who is deciding what is good for whom and whether this guarantees the greatest happiness to the greatest number of people as a person or persons may thing that he/ she or they are offering happiness when really it is quite the opposite for the majority on the receiving end.                                                                                                                                               

Situation ethics or contextualism is, in comparison to Utilitarianism, a very different way to make choices. This type of ethics follows the opinion that we should make our decisions in the most loving way possible. Therefore there are no absolute truths nor rights nor wrongs. Instead each case should be treated individually with flexibility. Thus someone who lives life by this type of ethic would only have a small number of rules or morals that he or she would follow. Someone who believes in situation ethics would also be open to giving up said morals if it would achieve greater good and love out of a situation. 

Contextualism was developed in the 1960’s by a Christian priest named Joseph Fletcher.  Fletcher developed this type of ethics based on his own principles that there are no absolute laws other that the agape law (agape is Greek for love) and all other laws were created in order to protect and preserve love.  Fletcher expanded on these ideas in his book: “The classic treatment and situation ethics”.

There are many arguments in favour of situation ethics. The first and most powerful of which is that this type of ethics aims to produce love which is considered inherently good. If a mother or father has a genuine love for their child then they would feed, clothe and protect the child, make sure he/ she has an education and ensures that the child is as happy as possible. Basically, truly loving parents would do their utmost in order to offer their child everything the child could possibly need. This is a powerful example of how love can inspire one to pursue a wealth of other virtuous acts and underlines the fact that many good things are born out of love. This point also illustrates how situation ethics can make people kinder, more tolerant, more forgiving and nobler. The following is an example of a scenario when situation ethics could be applied profitably. In a situation wherein a person finds that her friend is spreading rumours about her out of jealousy but later repents her actions it would be kinder, more tolerant and nobler for the person from the situation ethics point of view to forgive her friend and accept her apologies rather than pursue the path of revenge. 

Situation ethics persuades one to abstain from hateful intentions and action whilst encouraging the most noble and honourable ideals and behaviour. The traits that one will acquire whilst following situation ethics could make a person happier than otherwise. It would help one to tackle a difficult situation and rise above it. For example, in a situation where one broke a plate and blamed the dog for it to one’s parents who accepted this explanation, the application of situation ethics would call for one to admit one had lied as honesty is a part of love. It may be an unpleasant experience but one would feel very uplifted after they had gone through it, as they had righted their past and re-shaped the trust between family members. Additionally, situation ethics is one of the most particular ways of ethical decision- making and therefore easy to enforce in one’s intention and actions. This is because situation ethics only considers love and so one need not even regard other emotions or influences whilst taking a decision. Supposing one was on a bus and an unaccompanied child is suddenly sick and vomits you would feel quite repulsed by it and you wouldn’t think it was your business to help. However, following situation ethics would call for one to help the child despite one being a stranger to him/her and being utterly disgusted. The fact that one need not regard anything but love also means decisions are efficiently taken, as one doesn’t have to mull over a variety of other thoughts and opinions. Lastly situation ethics is both a personal and flexible way to take decisions, and therefore, it is easy to be sensitive towards culture, circumstance and context whilst taking a decision.  

The biggest flaw of this system is the fact that it is hard to decide what “love” is. Love is such a multi-faceted word. It is a complex emotion which one can feel for a variety of things with varying degrees of intensity. Therefore it would be almost impossible to make a general law on the most loving thing to do, simply because “love” is such a varied and every changing term. An example of how complex love can be is present in the real life tale of “Touching the void”. This story tells the tale of two men in South America. The two men were tied together descending a mountain. The man below lost his footing and was hanging precariously off the mountain and the man on top was stuck there too (because he was tied to the man below). Due to lack of food and shelter the man on the top was in a dilemma whether to do the most loving thing for his friend and die together or to cut the rope which would kill his friend and survive himself. Either way the decision would be controversial as there was no way both could survive. The man could either love himself or his friend- the emotion for both was the same but it produced a huge dilemma. This is why it is hard to explain what love exactly is. The last point that would really affect individuals would be that happiness may not be provided by doing the most loving things. For instance, if you saw a bird which was slowly bleeding to death then the most loving thing to do would be to kill the bird although it would cause one a lot of grief to proceed with this action. Killing is also widely considered as morally wrong so it would be an added con to follow situation ethics in this scenario.

Several major changes would occur if the world were to follows situation ethics. Firstly, situation ethics is not strictly speaking a Christian ethical system although it was created by a Christian man. However, this method of decision- making does contain some elements of Christianity and therefore may not be followed by non- Christians since some people of other religions may not agree with its principles. For example, Muslims believe in having an “eye for an eye” which means that if someone has done you wrong you may take revenge against him. Thus, Muslims may argue that you cannot always do the most loving thing and still keep your faith or even your personal values and logic. The application of situation ethics would also have a major effect on how our justice and law system and work. For instance, the loving thing may be to give a weaker sentence to a thief because he was poor and had stolen to feed his family. Although this would be the most loving thing to do in this particular instance, it would not ensure justice and compensation to the victims of the crime and their loved ones. Moreover, the justice system would have to come up with some sort of rigid definition for what “love” is as with the multi-faceted current understanding of love it would be impossible to work out exactly what the most loving thing to do would be in a particular situation. Besides this, the majority of people in the world may end up not happy as situation ethics looks at the most loving action and thought not the most beneficial act like utilitarianism. This would mean that if the government decided that in a situation of recession it was unloving to tax richer people more than others on the grounds that it would be a more equal and loving way to treat the rich like everyone else, it would actually hurt the majority more as there would be no way everybody could afford to pay the same amount of taxes. Hence, one can see how the most loving tactic for one group of people may not be the best for the majority and may cause less people to be happy.  

Another argument could be made to show how the world would be affected if situation ethics were to be followed. One important limitation of situation ethics is that it calls on the world to be emotionally one dimensional. Love is not always the only factor in a person’s mind and love does not suffice in every situation because humans are complex creatures. People are often unable to make clear choices with just one thought in mind. For instance, if elderly people are only offered the most loving care in the form of, say, companionship then they would not be happy as this is not sufficient for a good quality of life for the elderly. The elderly don’t just need love they need things like round the clock care, medicines and regular meals, things connected to basic health. Situation ethics would not be a wise way to make decisions here since it would call on the elderly to just make do with just love, which while important would certainly not be enough for staying alive and well.

The third category of ethical decision- making that I will now consider is religious ethics. This way of making a decision involves following certain views that religions have on a range of ethical issues. People who follow this thought process would argue that God knows best and therefore we must follow his word on everything including ethical issues. Religious ethics doesn’t specify what religion one must follow whilst making life’s decisions, it simply argues that regardless of every other influence one must follow religion. One may be guided by either religious figures or religious texts. As long as people were following God’s will whilst choosing a course of action and ascertaining what was wrong or right, it would be the right thing. The two types of ethical decision making processes referred to above are both based on consequential ethics. In other words, they look at the result of the actions completed rather than the intentions. Religious ethics, however, is different as it would argue that if one makes a decision following God then automatically that decision would be good regardless of the consequences of that decision.

For the religious minded the most appealing argument to follow this type of ethics would be their belief that God knows best. After all he an almighty, omnipotent and omnipresent figure who supposedly created the world. This ethical system argues that automatically by following God one is doing the right thing. God tends to create rules and laws that are fairly clear cut. The Bible’s ‘Ten Commandments’ are very strict specifying clearly what one can do (Thus it says: “Honour your father and your mother...”) and what one cannot do (It stipulates that: “Thou shall not kill”). Therefore if you hated somebody enough to want to commit murder, one could simply remember the ‘Ten Commandments’ and immediately be reminded that killing another human being was forbidden and consequently avoid taking the terrible decision of murdering someone. In this way religious ethics makes it very simple for someone to make decisions. It could be argued that someone who follows religious ethics would make choices efficiently since he/ she would have very definite and clear views based on religion all of which would be immensely helpful to make up one’s mind since most religious lay down very unambiguous rules about what is right and what is wrong. 

Another reason in favour of religious ethics is the fact that religious rules concerning ethical issues tend to be commonsensical. Thus these rules could appeal to theists and atheists alike.  For instance, the Buddhist advice of ‘Right Speech’ is a very wise and sensible principle that could profit both believers and non- believers alike because it calls for careful thinking about the content and manner of speech which could save one from a variety of embarrassing and potentially troublesome situations.  One is reminded here of the faux pas committed by Gordon Brown during the last British general elections when he was heard describing a woman as “bigoted”. This lack of forethought before making such a comment proved highly embarrassing and perhaps even costly for Brown. This is just one example of how advice from religious leaders can prove to be very useful and practical for people regardless of their faith.

An additional motive for even non- religious people to follow advice prescribed by religious texts or figures is often that such texts and people have been widely regarded as being very wise and great. For example, the authority and respect that figures like the Buddha or Holy Prophet Mohammad have commanded has been immense. Counted amongst the greatest human beings of all time, these men have been regarded as being “enlightened” souls. An enlightened being is one who has supreme knowledge. Given this definition of enlightenment, for human beings, whether religious or not, to follow and listen to the thoughts and advice of these great men would be perfectly understandable. It is also incredible how the respect that these figures have commanded down the ages means that their advice has stood the test of time. 

The sheer longevity of the rules of at least the major world religions is startling. For thousands of years people have understood and believed the word of different Gods and their messengers. Fashions and trends have come and gone yet many religions stand firm in their popularity. This shows that the beliefs, views and tenets of some faiths are still relevant for people thousands of years after they were first established and recorded in oral and written traditions. A perfect example of a rule that has survived years of discussion and debate is the Biblical rule included in the’ Ten Commandments’ that says: “Thou shall not kill”. At present murder or manslaughter is a punishable crime the commitment of which if proved, can result in the most stringent of punishments. This punishment which in many countries can comprise of either life imprisonment or even the death penalty is often supported and justified by many. I believe that the death punishment is wrong since it is not in the hands of one human being to take the life of another human being even where that human being has killed someone. Many people, however, support the death penalty and find justification for it in their religions. This therefore adds credibility to God as it shows that what he says is absolute and will continue to be true for years to come. 

The final argument in favour of religious ethics is that many people feel secure and reassured in the knowledge that their God supports them if they take decisions based upon his laws. People are often doubtful about their choices and knowing that a higher force stands behind them and agrees with them gives them great confidence in their choice. An example of this can be found in the Bible. When in the Old Testament God commands Abraham to kill his own son Isaac, Abraham finds himself called upon to perform possibly the most terrible and painful thing that a father can be asked to do. After much deliberation Abraham prepares to kill his son as this is the will of God, believing that if God has asked him to do something it must be right and therefore be obeyed. In this situation Abraham agrees to perform this otherwise excruciatingly painful task because God has said so. In this way whenever one is called upon to take a decision that is not easy to take, if one takes it with the belief that God stands behind it, then it can give one immense confidence in one’s choice as God is always right.

Unfortunately, right wing parties all over the world have often used their own interpretation of religious laws and God’s word in order to justify their own agendas. The appalling tragedy of 9/11 is an example of Muslim terrorists using the religious concept of Jihad” or holy war to kill innocent people on the grounds that God had commanded them to protect their religion and to take action against those they believed had harmed fellow Muslims even if it meant using violent means. 9/11 shows how a religious tenet can be applied in a way that suits the agenda of one specific group of people adhering to a religion and not everyone following it. 

Religious laws from any religion can be interpreted in such a way that they become oppressive. An example of how such oppression can be perpetuated with terrible consequences can be given from Hinduism. Traditionally Hindu widows were called upon to follow the very strict and clearly defined rules prescribed for them under orthodox Hinduism. Allowed only vegetarian food, Hindu widows had to fast on certain days of the month and were permitted meals only twice a day before sunset. Neither they nor the food they cooked could be touched by anyone else for fear of being polluted by what was deemed as being inauspicious touch.  These rules which were enforced rigidly till quite recently made it impossible for widows to live life freely and on their own terms. They left no room for relaxation even in exceptional circumstances and gave widows no opportunity to escape without losing their faith. Traditionally even if a widow were to fall seriously ill and required a higher intake of protein and more frequent meals she would still not be permitted more than two meals a day and certainly not any meat, fish or eggs. Many a widow in earlier times suffered from serious malnutrition and even died due to lack of adequate amounts of nutritious food during times of illness. There was no way an in the past that an Indian widow could hope to follow her religion faithfully without often jeopardising her physical well- being. The Hindu religious rules trapped innocent women unnecessarily. The way widows were treated in traditional Hindu society in the name of religion did evoke protest in the nineteenth century and religious reforms were pursued to change the widow’s lot. Although things are very different now in modern India, there are still many rules in Hinduism which are anti- women and against groups of people who are deemed as inferior by birth. These call into question age old ideals that may be religious in origin but are now outdated and hence call for abolition and certainly not compliance on the ground that they are part of an old system of religious ethics. After all, after thousands of years it is only right that the human mind evolves further and questions what people in an earlier age may have believed to have been right but which today cannot be justified by mindless application of archaic religious ethics.  

In many religions same sex relationships were and still are prohibited but now increasingly people’s views are changing. As people’s mentality has changed over a period of time so have our views. This is one more rather importance instance of how an ancient opinion is being called into question with even some religious figures modifying their views on matters which even now many regard as being against the laws of God which call upon everyone to have absolute faith. Absolute faith is something valued by most religions and their Gods but surely this discourages one from questioning matters that genuinely prick our conscience and stops us from growing as truly ethical human beings. Does not the call for absolute faith entail the very real possibility of us being brainwashed to the point where we cease to rational? The caste system in Hinduism with its deep prejudice against lower castes and the so- called untouchables was extremely cruel and unjust. People lowest in the caste hierarchy were not allowed to read and study and were given the hardest and most menial jobs in society on the grounds that God had chosen these occupations for them. For long the low castes who were also Hindus did not question these obvious wrongs for fear of violating the rules of their faith. This shows how religion can mask bad things as good and stop people from using their logic and question the status quo. Not just Hinduism but other religions too have used the argument of unquestioning absolute faith to maintain their mystique and power.
If religious ethics became the principal way to make decisions globally then some major problems would occur. The biggest issue would be that today many people do not believe in God at all and therefore would not tolerate making decisions by principles that they do not believe are exist. Atheists would have no confidence or faith in the choices they would make simply because they have no belief in God. Besides this there would be an issue with choosing which religions ethical views to side with. There are many religions today with different groups of people believing their God is the one true and right one. How could the world unite and fairly decide on one religion’s principles being correct? If Christianity was the chosen religion then every other faith (including atheists) would be angry and argue. There would be a huge rift in society which would only lead to something ominous like constant tension, uncertainty and even violence and death. 

The extent to which people have deep and stubborn faith in their religion is very evident in the conflict over land between the Jews and Palestinians in the Middle East. Both parties are adamant that they are right and causing immense pain and distress to each other. There is no way one could please everybody by introducing religious ethics internationally. What’s more it would be very difficult and controversial for the world to make decisions on the basis of laws prescribed by someone unseen and divine. There is no concrete proof for the existence of God so we cannot possibly have a fair society in which we could go to someone with tangible presence in order to redress our grievances. One could not convict a murderer because a witness had testified that God had told him/her that the accused was innocent. It would not be enough to have evidence to put a man in prison. It would be impossible to have an ordered society without solid proof. On the other hand having God on their side would make religious people supremely confident that whatever desicion they were making was right. It would split the world and make it very black and white, and right and wrong in very absolute and rigid terms. 

On the positive side it could be argued that the application of religious ethics could lead to the creation of a more secure and efficient world. Also, if everybody was guided by their religion it might bring out the best in people and enable them to reach their highest potential and rise to a higher level of spiritual and emotional development. However, the dependence on religion could also be risky and harmful in that it might disallow people to use their heads in a creative and independent fashion which would mean that human kind would be able to progress up to a certain point only. Most subjects especially science would not advance further without human beings able to use their own minds and conscience. Without such advancement the world would come to a halt. This would put a question mark on our very survival. Without the possibility of overcoming problems innovatively and further progress perhaps the human race would disintegrate and it would only be because we had become brainwashed by the rules and views of age old religions.     

The last form of decision- making that I will consider in this essay is ego- centric ethics. This is a way of thinking whereby one makes a decision with one’s self upper most in mind. It is an old type of ethic that ensures the protection of one’s own will and happiness in any given situation. Ego- centric ethics considers how to make one’s own interests, happiness, present and future, and general well- being as secure and paramount as possible regardless of others and their situation.  Ego- centric ethics is probably the worst sort of principles to guide one’s decision- making. However, it is probably more popular than conceded and has been followed by numerous people in countless situations. There is rarely a time where people do not (at least slightly) think about themselves whilst making a decision and so in my opinion ego- centric ethics would be the most prevalent and popular type of ethics to guide people’s decision- making today.

The biggest plus point in support of ego- centric ethics is that it will seek to ensure one individual’s happiness above all others.  By looking after one’s self first one can try to ensure that one’s own physical and mental well- being is made secure first and one is safe and contented. This is a crucial part of making life bearable, indeed liveable. One goes through painful things in life. By looking after one’s self over others can minimise that pain. If someone has a chocolate and they have the option to share it or keep it, keeping it would maximise the pleasure for that one person. Ego- centric ethics would justify this action on the ground that it would ensure a happier time for the person keeping the chocolate than sharing it would and being left with only a bit of chocolate. Aside from obtaining happiness one would often, though not always, get what one wants without things like compromise getting in the way. For instance, if one saw a dress in a shop that one liked very much and one saw that another girl had also spotted it and reached it first, one could satisfy one’s own ego by rushing forward and snatching the dress out of the other girl’s hands even though she had got it first.

Ego-centric ethics can be seen as being very selfish but it can also be viewed from a more positive angel. An ego- centric mentality can ensure a crucial and basic condition for life: one’s own survival. Without protecting and preserving oneself one cannot hope to do anything for anybody else. If one looks after one’s self and obtains what one needs and wants in life, then one can be in a position to help others. For example, it could be argued that Bill Gates and his wife Melinda Gates have been quite ego-centric in their lives in the sense that they first did everything necessary for making their fortune and only then did they start their charity called the Gates Foundation. Recently they have donated towards many vaccines to arm babies against pneumonia in Africa but they have been able to do this great charitable work only after they had become multi-billionaires.

A plus point in favour of being ego-centric is that one is not bound to co-operate with anybody else or listen to anyone else’s view but one’s own. President Barack Obama’s thinking and actions in the run up to his presidential campaign could be described as being ego- centric. It has now come to light that when Obama first thought about contesting the American presidential elections, many advised him against it. Many thought Obama was foolish if not mad to stand for such a hotly contested position as that of the American president as everything seemed to be against him: his race, lack of experience in politics, lack of funding, absence of any godfather backing him up and the fact that he was relatively unknown at the national level of American politics. However, after much deliberation Obama decided to disregard people’s advice and took the gamble of running for the American presidency. It could be argued that Obama’s victory was in no small part because of his choice to be guided by ego- centric ethics rather than the views of others. This probably must have boosted Obama’s self- confidence in his decision- making ability immensely and increased his self esteem and pride considerably.

Another point that could be made in support of ego- centric ethics is that being ego-centric can also take away any responsibilities or distractions in one’ s  life. If one is extremely ego-centric then it is highly probable that one would probably not have a family to support or a large friend circle and therefore would not have the financial or mental burden of looking after or committing one’s self to other people. This would leave one to spend one’s time, labour, money and energy on one’s own life and work alone, living life howsoever a manner one chose to.

The most negative but inevitable part of being ego-centric is that one would be end up being selfish and therefore disliked. There is no way one can constantly push oneself forward before others to obtain what one wanted without acquiring some people who would dislike one’s attitude and behaviour and even become one’s enemies. For example, if one was always busy doing one’s own work, giving it priority over other people and their work and disregarding people to the point of not even exchanging a polite “hello”, one would get a bad reputation. People would stop being friendly or helpful and eventually one would find one self alone and isolated. Loneliness can lead to a variety of negative emotions such as bitterness. People in general often have dreams of having a family and a good social life so that they can share the good things of life with others enjoying life more in the process but this is something that would be difficult achieve for someone whose life was being guided by ego- centric principles to the point where one had distanced one’s self from everybody. Treating people in a boorish fashion on a regular basis would affect not only one’s personal life negatively but also one’s career since no one likes a ego- centric person beyond a certain point. What’s more in today’s world individual talent and hard work is not enough to achieve success. Teamwork is crucial for this and if one is always self- seeking and indifferent towards other people one would not be able to get the cooperation of one’s colleagues which would in turn reflect negatively on one’s one. Another important example of where being ego-centric can affect team work would be a situation in which there was the possibility of a promotion and there were two equally qualified candidates, the only difference between them being that one was a team player with excellent social skills and well- liked by his colleague and the other was efficient but highly ego-centric person. Both candidates could have been brilliant at the job on offer but it highly likely that employers would turn down the ego- centric candidate in favour of the candidate who was less selfish and therefore more likely to be able to work with others effectively. 

Another idea to bear in mind when evaluating this type of ethics is that if one is guided by ego- centric ethics one is likely to disregard other people’s views and their feelings. For instance, if a gymnast chose to do a difficult move in a competition even if her coach had advised her against it and the gymnast decided to implement her ego- centric decision, then if the move went wrong, then not only would the gymnast embarrass herself but could also potentially do herself more harm by getting injured and being forced out of the competition altogether. In this situation one can see how by stubbornly listening to only one’s own self and not the good advice of other one can bring doom upon one self. Lastly, ego-centric ethics can also lead to one jeopardizing not only one’s own well- being but also that of others. For example, if one thought only of one’s own self whilst driving and one started over taking other cars with the selfish intention of saving one’s time but this involved indiscriminate, unsafe and fast driving, such action could put at risk not only one’s own life but that of others as well. The possibility of an accident would be very high in such a situation and even if one were to escape injury one could end up being in prison for the simple reason that one had acted in a ego- centric manner whilst performing such a dangerous task like driving.

If everybody decided to follow ego centric ethics then the result would depend on how extreme the actions of the person following this type of ethics were. If everyone decided to be ego- centric, looking after and strengthening themselves first, but afterwards helped those weaker than themselves, then the pursuit of ego-centric ethics on a mass scale could work. However, there is a tendency for human beings to be selfish and if someone is ego centric then it is only natural for them to disregard everybody else in every matter and to try and to get ahead instead of helping others. If the latter were to happen then society would become utterly chaotic as our world works only because we co-operate with others everywhere on a daily basis. If we ceased to do this it would lead to not only moral degeneration, but also pose a real threat to our lives and we could end up not only injured but even dead. Moreover, it would cause great stress, , uncertainty and anxiety. There would also be a greater chance of people eschewing altruistic values and not pursuing voluntary or charitable work anymore. It would create an atmosphere where only the young, fit, and strong and powerful would survive and there would be fierce competition to stay alive. The brilliant thing about the British welfare system is that the elderly, the young and the vulnerable are provided for, supported and protected. In a society that lived totally by ego- centric ethics there would be no place for the British welfare system and it would be eroded away in no time. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion I would like to say that there is no way one could follow a specific type of ethical thinking in an absolute fashion without being confronted by at some point its limitations as a way of thinking. Every type of ethics has its pros and cons. Although there are many ways to make one’s choices, some ways of thinking have more merits than others in a particular situation but not in others. No decision- making process can be undertaken on the basis of rigid ethical principles applied in an unthinking and uncritical way. Bearing these points in mind it is the best way to make an ethical decision depending on whether it is one that an individual has to make for oneself or whether it is one that has to be taken by a big institution like ,say, a government for a large number of people. 

In my opinion the best type of ethics for an individual to follow would situation ethics. Personally, I am drawn to this way of thinking is because I am an atheist who gives primacy to humanism and rational thinking. Thus I could not make a decision on the basis of religious ethics simply because I don’t have absolute faith in any religion unless this religion prescribed a course of action that could be justified rationally and would be humane. A second reason why I would not be persuaded by religious ethics to reach a decision is that I would like to make my choices in life on rational principles and on the basis of concrete evidence. Since I do not believe in the existence of God the question of taking his word or the words of religious texts claiming to be conveying his message as concrete evidence does not arise and hence the question of taking a decision on the basis of any religious ethics is negated. However, I would like to emphasise that while I respect other people’s right to make decisions on the basis of any religious ethics they choose to believe in, I would still argue strongly in favour of people using their own logic and independent judgement to reach a decision rather than blindly follow the tenets of any one particular religious tradition. I believe situation ethics is a flexible way of ethical thinking that leaves room for people to reach a decision by applying their own minds in a critical and creative way. 

Ego- centric ethics may appear attractive to many people as it would allow them to pursue their own vested interests for their own benefit. However, taken to the extreme this can be a very selfish and insensitive, in short highly reprehensible, way to take decisions in life. The pursuit of ego- centric principles can leave one without much support in the form of family, friends or colleagues. Living life on one’s own without much satisfying human contact would be a very painful, bitter and lonely experience. Since there is nothing to recommend in living such life I remain strongly critical of ego- centric ethics holding that this is not always the best way for people to take decisions.

 Utilitarianism is a system of ethics that may work very well when a large group of people, say in the form of a government or educational institution, are called upon to make a decision for another large group of people. However, as individuals we cannot always hope to provide the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people even in one’s own life trying to please the majority unless one was prepared to being used by others and become a martyr. It is perfectly healthy for one to love both others and oneself which is something that utilitarianism doesn’t allow for much and so when making decisions as an individual it is not to be guided by Utilitarianism. 

 Situation ethics is a type of ethics based on love and emotion that is considered inherently good and that encourages traits that are also considered good. This creates well rounded and virtuous people. For individual decisions, the most favourable argument for situation ethics would be undoubtedly the fact that it is a way to make decisions easily and efficiently, in a way that is easily adaptable from situation to scenario. For a person following situation ethics it would be beneficial as it teaches one to become an invaluable member of society that is both respected and liked. One could use situation ethics to take both everyday choices and life changing crucial decisions. Hence, it is the best type of ethical thinking for individuals because if one can only pick one type of ethic to follow, then it should be one that is adaptable and logical. Following situation ethics allows one to look after one’ s self whilst being helpful and loving to the world and people around. 

Utilitarianism is the best way forward on a mass scale in comparison to other types of ethics. Situation ethics is the most loving way forward in the case of individuals, however, it would mean a weak law and order system and a smaller number of happy people. Therefore situation ethics would lead to a largely unhappy society with a system that loves but not practically and purposefully. When catering to a larger number, one must be practical in order to have the best system possible. 

Ego-centric ethics would most definitely end catastrophically. Only a tiny minority would get their way and the world would have a “survival of the fittest” atmosphere. This would be horrific and many would be mentally, financially and physically unhappy which would lead to an uprising, even war and general chaos. Hence, one can see how terrible life would be if one follows ego-centric ethics on a mass scale. 

The last type of ethics is religious ethics. This would also be a failure if the whole world followed it. People would disagree on which religious principles to follow and how to follow them. Arguments would lead to war and violence. This would be followed by death, chaos and injury, all terrible aspects of life, that governing bodies would generally want to avoid. There would be too much debate and anger around religious ethics as only one group of people would be happy and powerful leaving others to fend for themselves. Much like situation ethics this type of ethics could also end in bloodshed which is definitely not acceptable and so cannot be followed by whole societies.

In my opinion the type of ethics whole countries or the world should follow is Utilitarianism. With the correct qualification Utilitarianism ensures the best decision for the largest number, which is the most satisfying way to organise the ethics of the whole world. With this type of ethics, it is important that everybody has a chance to have their say either directly or through a representative in order to ensure the majority of people are “happy”.  Utilitarianism would work on a mass scale because this way there would be an organised system of education, health, and law and order ensuring everyone in society is safe. It is also a system where people could bring their own opinions and arguments while they could also use their own values and ethical views to influence a governing body. In conclusion society as whole would benefit the most from Utilitarianism as it offers scope for personal opinion whilst still maintaining a clear definitive ethical system of the “the greatest good for the greatest number” 
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