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1Common Ethical 
Theories and 
Approaches

Moral issues… are sources of deep disagreement. It is the hope of moral 
philosophy that we can illuminate the bases of these disagreements, 
and by assessing the principles on which disagreements ultimately rest, 
to resolve them.
Christopher Bennett, 2010, p. xiv

Introduction

Interest in ethics and ethical behaviour has always been strong. Bennett 
(2010) posits that this is mainly because in a society, people feel a need or 
are even compelled to explain or defend their decisions to others, especially 
those that may have significant consequences. He further adds that ‘Ethics is 
the study of what actions really can be defended under scrutiny’ (p. xiv). This 
aspect has been the motivation for searching for theories or approaches that 
will help members of society to decide on ethical matters – decisions they 
will be able to defend if questioned. This chapter presents some of the com-
monly known traditional and current theories and approaches in the West. A 
brief introduction is also provided to some of the common approaches in the 
Eastern traditions, with a view to making the background information more 
diverse and allowing readers to make some comparisons.

Traditional Ethical Theories

The traditional approach to the study of ethics is essentially concerned with 
the question of how best to justify people’s decisions or actions when they 
are faced with a whole range of dilemmas in everyday life. It broadly falls 
under three classifications: meta-ethics, normative ethics and applied ethics 
(Banks, 2013).

Meta-ethics deals with the broader abstract debate about whether moral-
ity exists, by exploring the following questions: ‘Do we need to be ethical, 
and why?’, ‘Do we need morals, and why?’, ‘Who is to decide what moral is?’ 
or ‘What does “good” mean?’ (Banks, 2013, p. 2).
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2 Ethics for Police Translators and Interpreters

Normative ethics deals with the reasoned construction of moral prin-
ciples, and at its highest level determines what the fundamental principle 
of morality is (Kuusela, 2011). It then attempts to provide frameworks that 
can be used as a tool to guide our decisions in various practical dilemmas, 
which underscores the significance of reasoning. Banks (2013) highlights the 
relevance of normative ethics in the criminal justice system:

Normative ethics is fundamental to ethical decision making in the criminal 
justice system. A central notion in normative ethics is that one’s conduct must 
take into account moral issues; that is one should act morally, using reason to 
decide the proper way of conducting oneself. (p. 5)

Applied ethics, on the other hand, is ‘the art or science of reflecting on 
moral dilemmas and moral problems in different social contexts’ (Collste, 
2012, p. 18). These social contexts can range from business, politics and med-
icine, to particular problems, such as abortion (Childress, 1986) or the use of 
animals in experiments.

We highlighted in the Introduction to this book that these ethical 
approaches can relate to any situation in which a moral judgement needs to 
be made. They are not specifically framed for professional practice settings. 
Even if they were, as some of these approaches are centuries old, some of the 
applications in today’s very different world of professional practice would be 
hard to justify. Although this book is concerned primarily with professional 
ethics, an overview of these approaches is warranted for interpreters and 
translators and law enforcement officers in the context of this book, as tra-
ditional ethical theories have shaped many values and expectations in soci-
ety (Houser, Wilczenski & Ham, 2006), regardless of whether in private or 
professional contexts. If we try to locate professional ethics in the traditional 
ethics studies, it falls under the domain of applied ethics in that it serves as a 
response to moral problems facing professionals in their work (Collste, 2012).

Before we delve into the traditional ethical approaches, it is worthwhile 
pointing out that the terms ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’ are often used inter-
changeably by laypersons. They are different concepts, although they do 
share overlapping spheres (Muraskin, 2001). Both ethics and morality deal 
with human relationships – how human beings treat each other to promote 
mutual welfare, growth, creativity and meaning – as they strive for good 
over bad, and right over wrong (Muraskin, 2001; Thiroux & Krasemann, 
2007). According to Muraskin (2001), morality is ‘conduct that is related 
to integrity’ (p. 2), and it is ‘a practice of these [what is considered right 
and good] principles on a regular basis, culminating in a moral life’ (p. 2). 
Thompson, Melia, Boyd and Horsburgh’s (2006) interpretation of morals 
and morality, however, refers to the domain of personal values and the rules 
of behaviour regulating social interactions. From a different perspective, 
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3Common Ethical Theories and Approaches

Alexandra and Miller (2010, p. 1) contend that morality is about minimum 
standards of behaviour and attitude. For example, do not kill the innocent, 
do not tell lies, do not steal. These are minimum standards of behaviour, 
or moral principles most people would agree on. Ethics, on the other hand, 
goes further than minimum standards; it is a wider notion that involves ide-
als and aspirations to be attained. Such a distinction echoes Weiss’s (1942) 
view that ‘a man is moral if he conforms to the established practice and 
customs of the group in which he is. He is ethical if he voluntarily obliges 
himself to live in the light of an ideal good’ (p. 381).

In addition, when referring to ethics and ethical debates in our private 
and public lives within society, unavoidably terms such as ‘ethical dilem-
mas’ and ‘ethical issues’ used by laypeople come up frequently. It is helpful 
to explain that an ethical dilemma ‘is the responsibility of an individual and 
requires a decision to be made “by the person” ’ (Banks, 2013, p. 12), whereas 
an ethical issue usually relates to ‘public policy involving ethical questions’ 
(p. 12) such as capital punishment or the availability of euthanasia, and issues 
involving consideration of morality. An ethical issue does not require most 
individuals to make immediate decisions. But it does not mean that individ-
uals are helpless to influence these debates on social issues (p. 12), and some-
times, individuals’ views on these ethical issues may change with time; for 
example, someone may change his or her mind regarding euthanasia because 
of a personal life experience involving loved ones suffering from a difficult 
medical condition.

Normative Ethical Theories

Theories that set out to equip people with a means of working out how to 
act in a given situation or dilemma involving morality in private and pub-
lic contexts is part of what is called ‘normative ethics’. Normative ethics are 
generally classified based on whether they consider the consequences of 
an action in making an ethical decision (Consequentialism) or not (Non-
Consequentialism) (Banks, 2014). Normative ethics regards all acts as having 
three things that might be relevant to the consideration of morality: first, the 
person who performs the act – the agent; second, the act itself; and third, the 
consequences of the act. As a result, three types of normative ethical theory 
have emerged – virtue ethics (corresponding to the agent of the act, that 
is, the person), deontology (corresponding to the act itself, therefore non- 
consequentialist) and consequentialism (corresponding to the consequences 
of the act) (Moral Philosophy, n.d.).

Consequentialist ethics, represented by utilitarianism, does not consider 
the actions taken or whether the actions are right or wrong in themselves; it 
only looks at the end result – the consequence(s). In contrast, deontological 
ethics is a non-consequentialist approach, which concentrates on the act we 
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4 Ethics for Police Translators and Interpreters

perform, regarding certain types of act as being intrinsically good or bad. In 
other words, an ethical decision or action must be taken out of duty, not out 
of discretion; otherwise it is meaningless (Moral Philosophy, n.d.). Virtue 
ethics, as opposed to the previous two, focuses on the moral character of 
the agent, rejecting the previous consequentialist and non-consequentialist 
approaches, and proposes that ethical standards come from a combination 
of human nature and society. Virtue ethics advocates that we should strive 
to exhibit desirable character traits such as courage, generosity, compassion 
and so on in our actions (Moral Philosophy, n.d.).

Let us now examine each of these approaches of normative ethics in 
more detail, which will be helpful to anchor abstract philosophical ideas in 
tangible and practical terms for our later discussions of professional ethics.

Utilitarianism
Perhaps the most widely known Consequentialist approach is Utilitarianism, 
which can be found in many of the decisions and practices utilised in every-
day life (Houser et al., 2006). The term comes from the Latin utilis, mean-
ing ‘useful’, and is an ethical philosophical doctrine according to which an 
action can be judged as ‘good’ or ‘right’ if it is going to increase human plea-
sure or happiness. It is most notably represented by the works of philoso-
pher and theorist Jeremy Bentham. In his An Introduction to the Principles 
of Morals and Legislation (1789), Bentham described utility as that which 
minimises the pain and maximises the pleasure. Thus, good actions will be 
those producing pleasure both for the individual and the group, while, on 
the other hand, bad actions are those that reduce or prevent pleasure. This 
principle is called the ‘utility principle’. Utility then becomes a tool to quan-
tify the pleasure produced by an action. Consequently, when facing a moral 
dilemma, our duty is to carry out an action that has consequences that can 
be measured in terms of the greatest possible amount of good rather than 
evil for the most people.

Mizzoni (2010) explains utilitarian thinking to be the way we care about 
the consequences of our actions on others.

We consider whether our action will contribute to their good feelings; we con-
sider whether our actions will contribute to their suffering. In other words, we 
think about the usefulness, or utility, of a particular action on our feelings and 
others’ feelings. (p. 89)

The guiding principle of utilitarianism is that ‘one ought always to do what-
ever will have the most utility for all concerned’ (Mizzoni, 2010, p. 89). 
Considerations about the morality of the act have no relevance. For example, 
according to this theory, capital punishment for a drug trafficker or a serial 
killer can be justified, as it would be for the benefit of more people in their 
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5Common Ethical Theories and Approaches

society. Again, according to a strict interpretation of this approach, even the 
murder of someone who has done evil deeds can be considered ‘right’ if it 
results in the greatest net utility for a group or community. These examples 
point to the focus on the end results, that is, the consequences of an action, 
in deciding whether it is the right thing to do or not.

Elliot and Pollock (2014) point out the shortcomings of Utilitarian 
thinking, arguing ‘Utilitarian logic relies on the erroneous belief that one 
can predict the outcome of a given course of action, a belief wholly void of 
empirical support’ (p. 247). If a person strictly applies the utility principle in 
everything he or she does, then his or her own well-being or the well-being 
of his or her family may need to be sacrificed at the expense of making oth-
ers happier. This nondiscriminant approach to handling matters in our lives 
may not be as ideal and may lead to problems. One common example is that 
of a disruptive student in a classroom and how this should be handled. One 
action can be to remove this child from the classroom for the benefit of oth-
ers in the room and justify this decision ethically by arguing that this action 
brings ‘the greatest happiness to the greatest number of people’, the maxim of 
this approach. Such ethical justification would not give much consideration 
to whether this student should be helped in the school so that he or she could 
be integrated into the school community.

Consider another well-known example proposed by Colby, Gibbs, 
Kohlberg, Speicher-Dubin and Candee (1979), which demonstrates how a 
utilitarian approach itself may lead to justification of different outcomes:

In Europe, a woman was near death from a special kind of cancer. There was 
one drug that the doctors thought might save her. It was a form of radium that 
a druggist in the same town had recently discovered. The drug was expensive 
to make, but the druggist was charging ten times what the drug cost him to 
make. He paid $200 for the radium and charged $2,000 for a small dose of the 
drug. The sick woman’s husband, Heinz, went to everyone he knew to borrow 
the money, but he could only get together about $1,000, which is half of what 
it cost. He told the druggist that his wife was dying, and asked him to sell it 
cheaper or let him pay later. But the druggist said, ‘No, I discovered the drug 
and I’m going to make money from it’. So Heinz got desperate and considered 
breaking into the man’s store to steal the drug for his wife. (p. 1)

In this scenario, a strict application of utilitarian principle ‘greatest 
amount of happiness for the greatest number of people’ (Bentham, 1976/1988) 
with a focus on the consequences of an action, rather than the action itself, 
would mean that the act of stealing would have to be considered ethical, as 
more people would be happy (Heinz and his wife) as a result of the theft. 
However, the act of stealing is illegal in their society and if one focuses on the 
action, not on its consequences, then in this case the act of stealing would have 
been unethical and also illegal, regardless of whether it saves his wife or not.
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6 Ethics for Police Translators and Interpreters

Deontology
Deontological or non-consequentialist ethics argues the opposite of the 
consequentialist philosophy that we have outlined in the previous section. 
Deontology originates from the Greek word deon, meaning ‘duty’, and logos, 
meaning literally, ‘word’, but we extend that to mean the science or the study 
of. It is largely based on the ideas of German philosopher Immanuel Kant 
(1724–1804), who laid out the theory of ‘duty’ as a moral force in Groundwork 
for the Metaphysics of Morals (Kant, 1785/1998). His goal was to establish a 
moral system that did not rely on the use of discretion of people but on strict 
duties that have been agreed on by everyone and are not subject to individual 
interpretations.

This approach, then, requires the creation of universal moral laws that 
everyone strictly follows and applies consistently (Alexandra & Miller, 2009). 
According to this theory, ethical action means fulfilling one’s duties. Kant 
proposed the principle of categorical imperative, which requires one to act 
according to the following imperatives:

 1. Act so that you can will the maxim of your action to become a uni-
versal law.

 2. Act so as never to treat another rational being merely as a means. 
(Kolb, 2008, p. 1436)

One of the examples provided by Kant himself to describe the process of 
making a decision is whether breaking a promise is the right thing to do:

 1. First determine what maxim (rule) you would be following (e.g. I can 
break a promise because I feel like it).

 2. Second, ask yourself, would I want this universally applied across the 
whole of society?

If you find that you would not want to see everyone break their promises, 
then you should not break your promises either. If you decide that every-
one should act this way all the time, that is, people should never break their 
promises, then your action is moral.

The main criticism for this approach is that it does not allow for circum-
stances (Mizzoni, 2010). In this approach, there is no room for ‘ifs or buts’ or 
‘how abouts’. For example, even if a person is terminally ill and is suffering, 
euthanasia would never, in deontological ethics, be an option, as it is our duty 
to prevent the death of someone at all costs.

Mizzoni (2010, p. 153) gives the story of Stanley ‘Tookie’ Williams to 
demonstrate how utilitarian ethics and deontological ethics can lead to dif-
ferent actions in the same case. The story is: Stanley ‘Tookie’ Williams was 
the co-founder of the Crips gang and the state sentenced him to death for 
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7Common Ethical Theories and Approaches

being involved in several murders. While he was on death row, Williams 
started writing educational anti-gang books for young people and those 
books seemed to have an impact on children’s lives. When the time came 
for his execution, some people asserted that because he killed four people in 
the past, and he knew it was wrong, he therefore deserved death. This is the 
deontological approach. Others argued that because he was writing books 
that potentially helped to save more lives than the four he ended, he should 
not be executed. This is the utilitarian approach.

Virtue Theory
A major approach that does not give much consideration to the consequences 
of actions or actions themselves is Virtue Theory. This approach does not 
fall under either consequentialist or non-consequentialist theories. It is best 
represented in the question, ‘How best is it to live?’ posed by Greek phi-
losophers such as Plato and Aristotle (Ryan, 2001, p. 25). They answer the 
question by explaining ethical actions through the combination of human 
character, practical judgement and orientation towards human well-being. 
Virtue ethics is therefore concerned with virtues and moral character. Many 
philosophers believe that morality consists of following precisely defined 
rules of conduct, such as ‘don’t kill’ or ‘don’t steal’. Virtue ethics places less 
emphasis on the structured learning of rules and examining consequences. 
The emphasis is on developing oneself as a good person overall by acquir-
ing the essential virtues. The assumption is if you are a good person overall, 
your ethical decisions will also be good, unlike deontological ethics, where 
the imperative is to do what is right (Banks, 2014, p. 290). Aristotle lists the 
following essential virtues:

Benevolence  Industriousness
Civility  Justice
Conscientiousness Loyalty
Cooperativeness Moderation
Courage  Reasonableness
Courteousness Self-confidence
Dependability Self-control
Fairness  Self-discipline
Friendliness  Self-reliance
Generosity  Tactfulness
Honesty  Tolerance (Rachels, 1999, p. 178)

According to Aristotle (Banks, 2014, p. 290), moral virtues are manifested 
in habits and these can be acquired only through practice and consistency. 
You are not born with them. If someone, for example, practises tolerance in 
dealing with people at work persistently and displays tolerance consistently 
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8 Ethics for Police Translators and Interpreters

in various situations and at different times, then he or she can be said to have 
the virtue of tolerance. Virtue Theory, often criticised for being too ideal-
istic to offer any real help with practical dilemmas, appears to have made a 
comeback. Modern ethics philosophers appear to have drawn on some of the 
virtue concepts, albeit asking a slightly different question: ‘What should I 
do?’, shifting their attention from the self to the action, in attempting to solve 
moral and ethical dilemmas in today’s world. Hence, ethics should be more 
than how to act in certain dilemmas. It should be about how we should live 
our lives. The two questions to consider in trying to solve and assess moral 
and ethical dilemmas are: ‘How should I be?’ and ‘What should I do?’ (Ryan, 
2001, p. 29). According to this approach, good people with good virtues (hab-
its) are good practitioners!

Critics will argue that this approach offers no real guidance in the every-
day situations of ethical dilemmas. Ryan (2001) recognises that ‘Virtue eth-
ics correctly points out that most of the time we do not face difficult ethical 
quandaries and that a preoccupation with techniques for solving those quan-
daries is misguided’ (p. 29). He also points to the fact that there will be situ-
ations in which one will need a technique or tool to decide what to do, which 
will mean that we need to consider obligations and consequences, not just 
virtues. Benn (1998) argues that one of the fundamental shortcomings of 
the Virtue approach is that ‘we cannot eliminate the idea of right and wrong 
conduct, replace it with virtue concepts, to do with good and bad character’ 
(p. 169). However, in its current application, Benn (1998, p. 171) contends 
that virtue theory exists in the idea of integrity – a virtue – which appears in 
many current codes of ethics.

Eastern Approaches to Ethical Questions

Ethical approaches originating from the Far East have guided millions of 
people in their ethical decision making in the past and continue to do so 
today. A brief introduction to some of the main philosophical concepts and 
approaches may help professionals working in increasingly diverse and chal-
lenging settings to make informed decisions as well as to understand the 
decisions and actions of others who have adopted their approaches from 
these theories.

The four main Eastern theories and philosophical approaches most 
commonly referred to are Confucianism, Taoism, Hinduism and Buddhism 
(Shanahan & Wang, 2003; Houser et al., 2006). Overall, these approaches 
tend to highlight the need to find a balance between available options, rather 
than committing to a set rule, although they seem to point to different vir-
tues in doing so.
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9Common Ethical Theories and Approaches

Confucianism, originating from the ideas and experiences of Kong Fuzi 
(Master Kong), around about 551–479 BCE, is similar to the philosophical 
approaches of Greek philosophers, centring on the importance of developing 
good virtues as a good human being, but places more emphasis on obliga-
tions to others (Houser et al., 2006). Smith (1991) lists the major concepts 
of Confucianism as Li and Ren. Li refers to standards of acceptable social 
behaviour manifested through manners, rituals and etiquette; it is acquired 
primarily through observation of exemplary behaviour. It emphasises ‘seek-
ing the mean (chun yung) or the middle way or balance of extremes’ (Smith, 
1991, p. 58) in making a decision. Ren, on the other hand, highlights respect 
towards others, being good and benevolent. And it requires one to make an 
effort to make decisions or act in a way that is essentially based on respect 
for others.

Taoism, also from China and also dating from 500 BCE, emerged, some 
authors argue, in response to a critical view of the Confucian approach to 
intervention in the natural development of human nature (Kohn, 2001). Based 
on the teachings of Laozi, the main concepts in Taoism include Tao (desir-
able way or path), yin–yang (balancing opposites such as weaker–stronger,  
negative and positive), the harmony of opposites and relativity (relativity is 
discovery through examining the opposite and the significance of context 
in making judgments), and wu wei (non-action, not doing anything that will 
disrupt the normal or natural course of events) (Houser et al., 2006, p. 61). 
One of the most relevant approaches of Taoism to ethics is in the idea that 
‘there are no absolutes, but everything is relative including morals and ethics’ 
(p. 62) and the control of the ‘seven perversions of emotions, joy, happiness, 
anger, sadness, love, hate and desires’ in making decisions (p. 63).

Buddhism is a religion and philosophy in the East, and increasingly in 
the West. It emerged from the teachings and life experiences of Gautama 
(Buddha – the enlightened one) in around 563–483 BCE. Buddha identified 
humanity’s fundamental realities as suffering (human life involves pain), 
impermanence (the transitory and ever changing nature of humans) and 
no-self (unselfishness) (Houser et al., 2006, p. 73). The Buddhist goal is to 
reach Nirvana (salvation) by following the Noble Eightfold Path, consisting 
of Wisdom (Right Understanding, Right Thought), Morality (Right Speech, 
Right action, Right livelihood) and Meditation (Right effort, Right mindful-
ness, Right Concentration). Following this path is the means to acquiring ‘the 
knowledge of the middle way, and thus to avoid extremes in order to escape 
the continuous cycle of birth, suffering and death’ (p. 75). One of the most 
relevant steps in the Noble Eightfold Path of Buddhism for professional ethical 
practice is probably in ‘Right livelihood, a worthwhile job or way of life, which 
avoids causing harm or injustice to other beings’ (p. 75). This is similar to 
the concept that underpins medical ethics and increasingly is found in many 
other modern professions in the form of help and do not harm.
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10 Ethics for Police Translators and Interpreters

Hinduism, dating back to 2500 BCE, is another Eastern tradition con-
cerned with the quest for a moral life and the principles by which that goal is 
attained. Hindu ethics prescribes behaviour for a spiritual life (Houser et al., 2006, 
p. 66). This is where it differs from secular ethical concepts such as Utilitarianism, 
which aims at obtaining the greatest good for society (p. 67). Ethical decision 
making in Hinduism requires one to determine the most pressing dharma (vir-
tue, duty and righteousness) in each context and make a moral judgement about 
what to do under those circumstances (p. 68). Hindu ethics is subjective and per-
sonal, with the goal to purify the mind of greed and selfishness to attain perfec-
tion. The emphasis on the role of personality over the action to be taken is similar 
to the approach in virtue ethics, which dates back to Aristotle (Simpson, 1997). 
Hindu concepts such as serving others and kindness and tolerance in all human 
relations have relevance for professional ethics even in modern times.

Contemporary Ethical Approaches

The traditional theories outlined in the preceding sections continue to 
inform many current debates and theories of ethics to do with our lives, both 
in private and public spheres. This section briefly introduces the more recent 
developments in ethical approaches and some of the more notable contem-
porary theories.

Applied Ethics

As opposed to normative ethics, which is concerned with broad philosophi-
cal issues, applied ethics, according to Collste’s (2012) delineation, is an aca-
demic discipline analysing moral problems in different social arenas. James 
Childress (1986), one of the most influential philosophers in the field of 
applied ethics, defined applied ethics as the application of ethics to special 
arenas of human activity, such as business, politics and medicine. In Kuusela’s 
(2011) view, applied ethics is concerned with the analysis of specific, contro-
versial moral issues such as abortion, animal rights or euthanasia. In recent 
years applied ethical issues have been subdivided into convenient groups 
such as medical ethics, business ethics, environmental ethics and sexual 
ethics. Beauchamp and Childress (2001, p. 12) proposed four principles for 
biomedical  ethics to highlight the values behind ethical rules:

• Respect for autonomy (respecting the decision-making capacities of 
autonomous persons)

• Nonmaleficence (avoiding the causation of harm)
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11Common Ethical Theories and Approaches

• Beneficence (providing benefits and balancing benefits against risks 
and costs)

• Justice (distributing benefits, risks and costs fairly)

These four values, which represent commitments by the professionals, have 
also been inspirational in other fields. Most service-oriented professions will 
highlight respect for their clients, providing a professional service that will 
be of benefit to the clients and be fair and just in service delivery. Professional 
ethics, the focus of this book, as it is mainly concerned with the response to 
moral problems facing professionals in their work, also falls under applied 
ethics. This is discussed in detail in Chapter 4.

Postmodern Ethics

While the three traditional ethical approaches are well known and fre-
quently utilised in ethical debates, Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman 
argued that the challenges resulting from the use of advanced technology 
and employment structures increased insecurity and uncertainty in post-
modern times. These insecurities mean there will be ethical dilemmas that 
traditional theories cannot resolve (MacVean & Neyroud, 2012). Examples 
of the new challenges in postmodern times are actions or decisions by teams 
or committees where it is hard to pinpoint where the moral responsibility 
lies, or for example, decisions and actions in attacks by drones where the 
decision maker, implementer and consequences are separated by time and 
space.

The underlying concepts of Bauman’s ‘postmodern ethics’ include the 
following:

• People are neither ‘good’ nor ‘bad’; they are morally ambivalent. No 
single, logically coherent code will fit this.

• Moral phenomena are inherently nonrational and do not fit utility or 
rules that presume one right choice.

• Most moral choices are ambiguous and any ‘moral’ approach taken 
to extremes will produce an immoral result.

• Morality is not universal; one single imposed moral code is immoral.
• Morality is irrational. This irrationality can be demonstrated in the 

conflict between personal autonomy and the community. (MacVean 
& Neyroud, 2012, p. 10)

Some of the practical approaches discussed in Bauman’s ideas and the criti-
cism of traditional approaches are also shared in applied ethics.
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12 Ethics for Police Translators and Interpreters

Ethics of Justice and Ethics of Care

A more recent development in the field of normative ethics arose in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century, among which the ethics of justice and the 
ethics of care have been prominent. Both have been adopted and debated 
particularly in the ‘helping professions’ such as medicine, nursing, social 
work and teaching.

The ethics of justice refers to ‘an ethical perspective in terms of which 
ethical decisions are made on the basis of universal principles and rules, 
and in an impartial and verifiable manner with a view to ensuring the fair 
and equitable treatment of all people’ (Botes, 2000, p. 1072); the ethics of 
care, on the other hand, ‘constitutes an ethical approach in terms of which 
involvement, harmonious relations and the needs of others play an impor-
tant part in ethical decision making in each ethical situation’ (p. 1072). 
West (1997) argues the ethics of care should be the moral guiding principle 
in the judicial system to balance the need to dispense justice and compas-
sion. According to Brook (1987, p. 370), the principal aim of the ethics of 
justice is to ensure fair and equitable treatment of all people. By making 
verifiable and reliable decisions based on universal rules and principles, 
the agents who subscribe to the ethics of justice constantly endeavour to 
let justice prevail by making decisions (Brabeck, 1993, p. 35). To enable 
objective decision making about ethics, the individual acts in the capacity 
of an autonomous, objective and impartial agent (Edwards, 1996, p. 80). 
Conversely, the person who subscribes to the ethics of care fulfils the needs 
of the people in the ethical situation and in this way maintains harmonious 
relations (Gilligan, Ward & Taylor, 1994, p. xxi). Care, therefore, implies 
that ethical decisions are taken in an attempt to fulfil the needs of oth-
ers and to maintain harmonious relations. In the context of each unique 
ethical situation, the agent is involved and empathetic towards every other 
role-player.

The ‘justice’ and ‘care’ ethical approaches should not be interpreted as 
one being more humane or appropriate than the other. Rather, these are 
used as a means to conceptualise tendencies in moral reasoning in society 
(Klingberg-Allvin, Tam, Nga, Ransjo-Arvidson & Johansson, 2007, p. 43). 
From concept analysis, Botes (2000, p. 1072) identifies the following four 
attributes of the ethics of justice:

 1. Fairness and equality
 2. Verifiable and reliable decision making based on universal rules and 

principles
 3. Autonomy, objectivity and impartiality
 4. Positivistic rationality
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And the defining attributes of the ethics of care are (Botes, 2000):

 1. Care
 2. Involvement, empathy and maintaining harmonious relations
 3. Holistic, contextual and need-centred nature
 4. Extended communicative rationality

Considering these two sets of polarised attributes, if the helping profes-
sions were to use only one of these two approaches in their ethical decision 
making, most likely certain ethical dilemmas would not be resolved. When 
making ethical decisions, blindly obeying the rules and regulations in an 
attempt to achieve fairness and equity is as dangerous as relying solely on 
one’s emotions and urges in providing care. A better solution is to apply 
rules coupled with care, thus effecting a complementary application of the 
ethics of justice and the ethics of care (Loewy, 1996, p. 32; Edwards, 1996, 
p. 154). Flanagan and Jackson (1987, p. 626) echo this approach by con-
cluding that there is no logical reason preventing anyone from using both 
sets of ethics in the process of ethical decision making related to ethical 
conundrums.

Summary

How one should decide what is the best thing to do in a range of ethical dilem-
mas has been the concern of ethics, a discipline that has occupied human 
thought and debates for centuries. This chapter introduced traditional theo-
ries of ethics as well as current approaches that continue to inform debates on 
ethical decisions. The chapter started with normative ethics, which seeks to 
equip people with a means of working out how to act in a given situation or 
dilemma involving morality in private and public contexts. Normative eth-
ics are generally classified based on whether they consider the consequences 
of an action in making an ethical decision (Consequentialism) or not (Non-
Consequentialism). Three types of normative ethical theory have emerged: 
utilitarian (consequentialist), deontological (non-consequentialist) and vir-
tue ethics.

Ethics is obviously not just a Western concern. In many parts of the 
world, people make decisions in the society in which they live and justify 
these decisions. After an introduction to the traditional theories, an overview 
of some of the well-known Eastern traditions and beliefs was provided, offer-
ing a glimpse of how Eastern principles have informed and guided ethical 
decision making by people in Asia since ancient times.
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14 Ethics for Police Translators and Interpreters

The chapter then moves on to an introduction to the more recent 
approaches. Applied ethics is concerned with particular social arenas such as 
business, politics and medicine and with particular issues such as abortions 
or the use of animals in experiments; postmodern ethics, on the other hand, 
questions some of the traditional approaches. The chapter finishes with an 
introduction to the ethics of justice and the ethics of care; the former focuses 
on the fair and equitable treatment of all people, and the latter on the mainte-
nance of harmonious relations while fulfilling people’s needs. How to achieve 
a balance between the two has been the centre of inquiry for proponents of 
these approaches.
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