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Dear learner,

I extend my heartfelt greetings and profound enthusiasm as I warmly wel-
come you to Sreenarayanaguru Open University. Established in September 
2020 as a state-led endeavour to promote higher education through open 
and distance learning modes, our institution was shaped by the guiding 
principle that access and quality are the cornerstones of equity. We have 
firmly resolved to uphold the highest standards of education, setting the 
benchmark and charting the course.

The courses offered by the Sreenarayanaguru Open University aim to 
strike a quality balance, ensuring students are equipped for both personal 
growth and professional excellence. The University embraces the wide-
ly acclaimed “blended format,” a practical framework that harmonious-
ly integrates Self-Learning Materials, Classroom Counseling, and Virtual 
modes, fostering a dynamic and enriching experience for both learners 
and instructors.

The University aims to offer you an engaging and thought-provoking edu-
cational journey. The postgraduate programme in Philosophy is designed 
to be a continuation of the undergraduate programme in Philosophy. It 
maintains a close connection with the content and teaching methods of 
the undergraduate programme. It advances the more nuanced aspects of 
philosophical theories and practices. The university has recognised that 
empirical methods have limitations when explaining philosophical con-
cepts. As a result, they have made a deliberate effort to use illustrative 
methods throughout their content delivery. The Self-Learning Material has 
been meticulously crafted, incorporating relevant examples to facilitate 
better comprehension.

Rest assured, the university’s student support services will be at your dis-
posal throughout your academic journey, readily available to address any 
concerns or grievances you may encounter. We encourage you to reach 
out to us freely regarding any matter about your academic programme. It 
is our sincere wish that you achieve the utmost success.

Warm regards.
Dr. Jagathy Raj V.P.						      01-05-2025
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2 SGOU - SLM - MA PHILOSOPHY -Applied Ethics 

Learning Outcomes

Background 

UNIT 1
Moral Reasoning and Ethical Theories

By the end of this unit, the learner will be able to:

•	 gain a clear understanding of moral reasoning and ethical theory

•	 understand the different types of ethical theories

•	 acquire knowledge of different ethical theories and understand the  

implications of ethical theories on human decision-making and behaviour

Applied ethics is a set of moral concepts that extend into significant fields, such as 
public or private life. It focuses on applying moral concepts to specific, real-world problems 
and challenges. ‘What is the right thing to do?’ and ‘What makes an action morally good or 
bad?’ are two of the questions raised by ethics. Applied ethics goes a step further by asking, 
‘How can we apply these concepts to situations that people face every day?’. For example, 
applied ethics examines how doctors should act when faced with tough choices, whether 
it is ethical for a company to prioritise profits over the environment or who should receive 
life-saving care when resources are limited. It encourages critical thinking and responsible 
decision-making in environmental policy, technology, healthcare, and law. Applied ethics 
provides a framework for making decisions that coordinate with our values and applying 
abstract moral concepts to real-world situations to promote justice, fairness, and social 
well-being. Therefore, applied ethics is about using moral concepts to solve the dilemmas 
we face in the real world, while ethics is about understanding those moral concepts.

Keywords
Moral reasoning, Ethical theory, Deontology, Categorical imperative, Utilitarianism, 
Subjectivism, Relativism, Universalism
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3SGOU - SLM - MA PHILOSOPHY - Applied Ethics 

Discussion
People often disagree on important issues, such as abortion, 

euthanasia, animal testing, and whether same-sex couples 
should be allowed to marry. These debates often show different 
views on right or wrong, making it difficult to discuss these 
issues. When we disagree on these issues, it is common for the 
discussion to degenerate into simple arguments, where people 
do not explain what they believe. For example, if someone says, 
‘Abortion is wrong’ without explaining why, it does not help 
the conversation move forward or help someone understand 
their point of view. To have a real discussion, it is important to 
not only state our beliefs, but also explain our reasons.

It is not up to authority figures like parents, the law, or 
religious leaders to decide right or wrong. We should think for 
ourselves and make decisions based on our own experiences. 
As children, we followed our parents’ rules. But as adults, we 
should use our own judgement. Even people in power can be 
wrong or disagree with each other. For example, some U.S. 
states allow marijuana and same-sex marriage, while others 
do not. Different religions also have different views on things 
like abortion and women’s roles. That is why it is important to 
listen to all sides and think carefully about what is right.

It is not enough to just agree with others or accept things 
as they are. We need to think carefully about our values. We 
should also see how our values apply to real-life situations. 
This helps us make choices that match what we believe. Moral 
reasoning helps us deal with hard questions about right and 
wrong. When we face tough decisions, we often ask, “What is 
the right thing to do?” Moral reasoning helps us make choices 
that fit our values. It is not just about knowing what is right or 
wrong. It is also about using that knowledge to act the right 
way in real life.

1.1.1 Moral Reasoning
Moral reasoning is the process of assessing actions based 

on moral standards like duty, rights, and justice. This helps us 
decide what is right and wrong. Moral reasoning considers the 
bigger picture, not just personal preferences. For example, if 
stealing is wrong in one situation, it should be wrong in another. 
However, the situation might affect the judgement. Stealing to 
help a family member might be seen differently from stealing 
out of greed or anger. Moral reasoning helps us make decisions 
by looking at all the facts and moral consequences of a situation.

•	 Moral issues

•	 The individual 
makes their own 
decisions based on 
careful judgement

•	 Moral reasoning 
helps us figure out 
the best action in a 
tough moral situation

•	 Moral reasoning 
is not a personal 
preference
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When making moral decisions, we often need reasons to 
justify why something is right or wrong. For instance, if someone 
says “affirmative action is wrong,” they should explain why. It 
is not enough to state an opinion; they need to offer reasons, 
such as fairness or negative outcomes. This ensures our moral 
judgements are based on rational thinking, not just feelings. 
However, emotions do play a role in moral judgements, such 
as feeling empathy or injustice. These feelings can influence 
decisions, but we need logical reasons to support our views 
even with emotions. It is not enough to say, “This is wrong” 
without explaining why.

To make sound moral decisions, we need to understand how 
moral arguments work. An argument in moral reasoning is about 
using reasons to support a conclusion, not just disagreeing. A 
good argument has premises (reasons) that lead logically to a 
conclusion. For example, deciding whether to save someone’s 
life might follow this reasoning:

•	 Every human life is valuable.

•	 Any action that can save a life should be tried.

•	 I can save this person’s life by swimming.

•	 Therefore, I should try to save them.
When evaluating ethical arguments with reason, we need to 

consider the situation. For example, if someone cannot swim, 
they might argue differently:

•	 Every human life has value.

•	 We should try to save lives whenever possible.

•	 But I cannot swim, so I cannot save this person.

•	 Therefore, I am not obligated to try to save them.
This shows how the same moral rules (valuing human life) 

can lead to different conclusions depending on the situation. 
This is why careful reasoning is needed to understand the 
context and make an informed decision.

For an argument to be valid, the conclusion must logically 
follow from the premises. For example, in the rescue case, if 
we agree that human life is valuable, it makes sense to try to 
save someone if we can. However, factors like the risk involved 
or whether others could help need to be considered, too. By 
analysing moral arguments carefully, we can determine whether 
the reasons are valid and the conclusion is logical. This ensures 
that our decisions are thoughtful and well-reasoned.

•	 The Role of Reasons 
in Moral Judgment

•	 Importance of 
Ethical Arguments 
with reason

•	 The Importance of 
Logical Connections 
in Moral Reasoning
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To get better at moral reasoning, we need to practise 
breaking down arguments and evaluating whether the reasons 
make sense. For example, if you decide to rescue someone, 
you need to consider whether the reasons (the value of human 
life, your ability to save them) are accurate and relevant. You 
should also think about other factors, like the risks involved or 
whether others can help. Practising careful reasoning improves 
our ability to make good moral decisions and better understand 
complex ethical issues. The key is to identify solid arguments, 
weigh different reasons, and make conclusions that logically 
follow.

1.1.2 Ethical Theory
An ethical theory is a set of ideas about what is right and 

wrong. These theories help guide our decisions by offering 
principles or rules that show us what is morally right or wrong. 
When faced with a decision, these ethical theories help us 
choose the best course of action. To understand how ethical 
theories work in decision-making, think of it like a ladder. At 
the top of the ladder, there are broad, big ideas about what 
is right and wrong. These immense ideas form the foundation 
of an ethical philosophy. As you move down the ladder, these 
big ideas become more specific principles that guide actions. 
Finally, you apply these ideas to real-life situations.

Imagine a waiter at a restaurant serving you an inappropriate 
dish. You were looking for a vegetarian meal, but they served 
you a meat dish. Your first reaction might be to eat it because 
it looks good and saves you time having to send it back. You 
are starting at the bottom of the ladder here. “Okay, it’s just 
a mistake, no harm done, I’ll enjoy it,” you might think. But 
as you think deeper (as you climb the ladder), you consider 
your moral values: You are a vegetarian for environmental and 
health reasons. Eating meat would go against your morals and 
convictions about protecting the environment and animals. 
As you move up the ladder, you might start to consider more 
general ethical theories, such as deontology (without any 
condition) or utilitarianism (the greatest good for the greatest 
number). Even though it may be inconvenient at the time, you 
might conclude that it is crucial to uphold your vegetarian 
beliefs.

According to the ladder metaphor, we start with immediate 
practical ideas (the bottom of the ladder) and move up to more 
abstract moral thinking (the top of the ladder). You initially 
base your choices on convenience or short-term desires. But as 

•	 Improving Ethical 
Reasoning Skills

•	 The ethical theory is 
a set of ideas about 
what is right and 
wrong

•	 Moral values
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time passes and you gain experience, you move up the ladder 
to understand the deeper moral ideas that guide your choices. 
For example, after thinking about the broader consequences 
of your behaviour, such as the moral implications of eating 
meat, you can change your decisions or behaviours to better 
reflect your fundamental views on sustainability and animal 
rights. However, not everyone agrees with this way of thinking 
about morality. Some people, especially feminists, argue that 
focusing only on broad ideas like ‘honesty is important’ ignores 
the details of each situation. They believe that moral decisions 
should consider each case’s specific details. For example, is it 
always right to be honest, no matter the situation? Sometimes 
being completely honest might hurt someone, and in those cases, 
moral reasoning should consider the situation more carefully.

1.1.3	Types of ethical theory
Different moral theories help us make decisions about 

what is right or wrong. These theories look at different parts 
of an action, such as its reasons, the action itself, or the results 
it causes. The two main moral theories are utilitarianism and 
deontology. When we make moral judgements, we might ask 
questions like: Does it matter if I tried to do the right thing? 
Or did I have good intentions? For example, if I did something 
with good intentions but hurt someone in the process, is that 
still wrong? What if I violated someone’s rights, but the overall 
result was a great benefit to many people? Different theories 
will give different answers to these questions. Before answering 
these questions, we go through some actions. These actions can 
help us judge our choices. They are:

•	 Motive: The action could be seen as good if the person had 
good intentions, even if the result was not perfect. For ex-
ample, if someone lies to protect someone’s feelings, they 
might be seen as trying to help, even if the lie is not true.

•	 Act: We can judge the action itself as right or wrong, like 
saying lying is always wrong, no matter the intention or re-
sult.

•	 Consequences: We can judge actions based on what they 
lead to. For example, if telling a lie helps someone feel bet-
ter or heals them in some way, the lie might be seen as good 
because of the positive result.
Moral reasoning looks at both intentions and consequences. 

Some moral theories focus on the results of actions, called 
consequentialist theories. The term teleology comes from the 
Greek word ‘telos’, which means ‘goal’ or ‘end’. These theories 

•	 Moral value related 
to ladder

•	 Ethical theory 
involves evaluating 
motives, actions, and 
their consequencesSG
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say that an action is right or wrong based on its results. For 
example, utilitarianism is a consequentialist theory that says we 
should judge actions by whether they bring the most happiness 
to the most people. Other theories, called non-consequentialist 
theories, argue that actions can be right or wrong no matter 
what happens in the end. One example is deontological ethics. 
It comes from the Greek word ‘deon’, meaning ‘duty’, which 
says actions should be judged by whether they follow moral 
rules or show respect for human dignity, regardless of the 
results. For example, Kantian ethics is a non-consequentialist 
theory that believes actions should respect moral laws, and it 
does not matter what the consequences are. According to Kant, 
the important thing is whether the action follows certain duties 
or principles, not whether the outcome is good or bad.

1.1.3.1 Utilitarianism: Greatest Happiness for the  
Greatest Number

Utilitarianism is a moral theory that focuses on the 
consequences of actions, specifically whether they increase 
happiness or well-being. This theory is based on the Greatest 
Happiness Principle, which says that the best action is the 
one that results in the greatest amount of happiness or benefit 
for the maximum number of people. In utilitarianism, the 
key idea is that the goal of action justifies the means. This 
makes utilitarianism a type of teleological ethics, meaning it 
is focused on the result goal of an action. According to this 
theory, we judge an action by comparing the happiness or 
pleasure it creates to the pain or suffering it causes. The aim is 
to create as much happiness as possible for everyone affected, 
treating everyone’s happiness equally, regardless of who they 
are. There are two main types of utilitarianism:

Act Utilitarianism: Act utilitarians believe we should 
choose the action with the highest net utility. This means we 
should pick what brings the most overall good. They follow 
the utility principle. This principle says we should look at each 
situation by itself. In each case, we must choose the action that 
gives the best results. The right action is the one that brings 
more well-being than any other option.

Rule Utilitarianism: Rule utilitarians believe moral rules 
are very important. Their view has two parts. First, an action 
is right if it follows a justified moral rule. Second, a rule is 
justified if following it brings more overall good than other 
rules or having no rule at all. They say we should judge actions 
based on basic moral rules. We should also judge rules by 
asking if they lead to more well-being than other options. If a 

•	 Moral theories based 
on the result

•	 Moral theories based 
on moral rules

•	 The Greatest 
Happiness Principle

•	 Highest number of 
highest pleasures
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rule adds more good to our moral code, then it is a good rule to 
follow.

1.1.3.2 Deontology: The Importance of Duty and 
Rules

Deontology is an ethical theory that focuses on duty and 
following rules to determine if an action is right or wrong, 
regardless of the consequences. This theory is most closely 
associated with the philosopher Immanuel Kant, who believed 
that morality is not about getting the best results but about 
doing what is morally right according to duty and moral rules. 
In deontology, it is not the outcomes of actions that matter most, 
but the reasons behind them. For example, even if lying could 
lead to a good outcome, it would still be wrong because lying 
goes against the moral rule of telling the truth. Deontology says 
that some actions, like telling the truth, are inherently right, and 
others, like lying, are inherently wrong.

A key idea in Kant’s version of deontology is the Categorical 
Imperative (unconditional command). This is a moral rule that 
says we should act only in ways that could be applied to everyone, 
without exception. For example, if you think it is wrong to lie, 
then it is wrong for everyone to lie. The categorical imperative 
suggests that we should behave in ways that we believe should 
be universal rules for everyone to follow. One of the benefits of 
deontology is that it gives clear, rule-based guidelines for what 
is right and wrong. It helps ensure that people are treated with 
respect and fairness. By following these rules, deontology helps 
protect people from being exploited or harmed.

1.1.3.3 Relativism: The Idea That Morality De-
pends on Context

Relativism is the idea that moral standards of what is 
right or wrong are influenced by society, culture, and personal 
viewpoints. This means that what is considered ethically correct 
can change based on where you are, when it is, and the situation 
you’re in. According to relativism, there are no absolute moral 
truths that apply to everyone all the time. Instead, moral rules 
are shaped by the values and customs of different communities 
or groups. One type of relativism is cultural relativism, which 
says that a person’s morals are influenced by the culture they 
grow up in. This view argues that there is not one ‘right’ way 
to live or behave. Every culture has its own moral code, and 
we should understand those morals within the context of that 
culture. For example, something that might be seen as immoral 

•	 Deontology judges 
an action as right 
or wrong not by its 
end but by the action 
itself

•	 Kant’s categorical 
imperative

•	 Moral standards 
of what is right or 
wrong are influenced 
by society, culture, 
and personal 
viewpoints
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in one culture, like arranged marriages or certain eating habits, 
could be considered perfectly acceptable in another culture 
because they fit that culture’s values and customs.

Another type of relativism is moral subjectivism. This is the 
idea that moral judgements are based on personal preferences 
or feelings. In other words, what one person thinks is right 
or wrong is based on their experiences or beliefs. According 
to moral subjectivism, two people who disagree on a moral 
issue could be right because there is no universal rule to settle 
their disagreement. Their opinions are valid based on their 
perspectives, not on some outside standard of truth.

1.1.3.4 Subjectivism: Morality Based on Personal 
Feelings and Opinions

Subjectivism is an ethical theory that says moral judgments 
are not based on objective facts or universal rules but are 
shaped by personal feelings, preferences, or attitudes. In other 
words, when someone says ‘Stealing is wrong,’ they are not 
stating a universal truth about the world—they are simply 
expressing their own opinion about stealing. According to 
subjectivism, moral claims are just personal opinions, and 
there is no way to prove them right or wrong. Because of this, 
morality can be different for each person, depending on their 
own experiences, beliefs, and emotions. This theory challenges 
the idea that there are universal or absolute moral truths that 
apply to everyone. For example, one person might think eating 
meat is wrong because of animal rights, while another person 
might think it is okay based on their cultural customs or dietary 
choices. Subjectivism argues that both of these opinions are 
valid because they come from personal feelings and attitudes.

One benefit of subjectivism is that it encourages tolerance 
and understanding of different moral views. Since it recognises 
that people have different backgrounds and experiences, 
subjectivism helps us appreciate that others may see things 
differently. However, subjectivism also has some criticism. 
One problem is that it can lead to moral relativism, where 
all moral opinions are seen as equally valid, even if they 
are unfair or harmful. Critics argue that without a universal 
moral standard, it is hard to resolve moral disagreements or 
hold people accountable for immoral actions. Despite these 
challenges, subjectivism is important because it highlights 
how personal feelings and experiences shape our ideas about 
right and wrong.

•	 Moral judgements 
are based on personal 
preferences or 
feelings

•	 Subjectivism: moral 
standards are shaped 
by personal feelings, 
preferences, or 
attitudes

•	 Subjectivism 
encourages tolerance 
and understanding of 
different moral views
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1.1.3.5  Absolutism: Universal and Unchanging 
Moral Rules

Absolutism is an ethical philosophy that says there are 
fixed moral standards that apply to everyone, no matter their 
culture, society, or personal beliefs. According to absolutism, 
some actions are always right or wrong, no matter the situation. 
For example, things like murder, stealing, and lying are always 
wrong; here, there is no need for particular context. This differs 
from ideas like subjectivism and relativism, which argue that 
personal or cultural beliefs can affect what is considered right 
or wrong.

In absolutism, moral rules are considered constant and 
universal, which means they stay the same everywhere and 
at all times. Personal opinions or cultural differences do not 
influence these rules. For example, many religious beliefs 
follow this kind of thinking, where moral laws (like the Ten 
Commandments in Christianity) are seen as eternal and given 
by a higher power. One of the main benefits of absolutism is 
that it provides clear and consistent moral rules. Since these 
rules do not change based on society or individual preferences, 
they help people make firm moral decisions and create fair 
laws. Absolutism offers a sense of moral clarity, helping people 
understand what is right and wrong in any situation.

1.1.3.6 Universalism: A Moral Code for Everyone
Universalism is the idea that certain moral standards or rules 

should apply to everyone, no matter where they come from or 
what their culture is. It believes that there are moral principles 
that should be followed by all people, regardless of personal 
beliefs or cultural differences. This is different from views like 
subjectivism and relativism, which say that morality depends 
on individual choices or cultural beliefs. One of the main ideas 
of universalism is that all people are born with certain rights 
and duties, no matter who they are or where they live. This 
includes basic human rights like the right to life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness. For example, the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, created by the United Nations, is based on 
the idea that everyone deserves these basic rights, no matter 
their culture or background. Universalism believes that moral 
rules are the same for everyone because all humans share 
common experiences, like the desire to be treated with respect 
and fairness. It supports laws and social policies that protect 
people’s well-being and prevent harm to others.

•	 Absolutism is an 
ethical position that 
says that fixed moral 
standards apply to 
everyone regardless 
of the situation

•	 Absolutism: moral 
rules are constant 
and universal

•	 Universalism is the 
idea that certain 
moral standards 
should apply to 
everyone because 
all people are born 
with certain rights 
and duties, which are 
universal

SG
O
U



11SGOU - SLM - MA PHILOSOPHY - Applied Ethics 

However, universalism can be challenging because it may 
clash with cultural diversity. Critics argue that it can force one 
set of values on people with different traditions. For example, 
some cultural practices, like arranged marriages or certain food 
customs, might be seen as wrong by universalist standards, 
even though they are normal in other cultures. In spite of these 
challenges, universalism is important, especially in discussions 
about human rights, international law, and global justice, 
because it puts the dignity and well-being of all people first.

•	 Universalism 
clashes with cultural 
diversity

Summarized Overview

Making ethical decisions requires moral reasoning, which entails assessing 
circumstances in light of values like justice, equity, and rights. Although emotions like 
empathy might affect our choices, they must be backed up with reasoned arguments 
and strong thinking. Moral issues can be navigated with the help of ethical theories. 
While deontology stresses moral obligations and laws, regardless of the consequences, 
utilitarianism concentrates on the results of actions, aiming to maximise happiness for 
the most significant number of individuals. Subjectivism maintains that moral judgments 
are founded on personal perspectives, while relativism contends that ethical standards 
are influenced by culture or personal beliefs.

On the other hand, universalism promotes fundamental rights and fairness for all, 
while absolutism insists on universal moral principles that apply to everyone, regardless 
of circumstances. Since they assist people in navigating complex moral dilemmas, each 
ethical framework has advantages and disadvantages. Ethical reasoning guarantees 
that our actions are founded on careful, logical considerations, resulting in a more 
profound comprehension of moral dilemmas, regardless of whether we prioritise results, 
obligations, cultural settings, or universal principles.

Self-Assessment
1.	 Do you find yourself favouring one ethical theory over another after reading 

about them? Write your opinion.

2.	 Do you agree with relativism’s assertion that cultural norms and individual views 
influence moral standards?

3.	 How do you usually make moral decisions? What does deontology say about 
duty?
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Assignments

1.	 Define moral reasoning and discuss its significance in moral decision-making. 
Give an instance from real life when moral judgment would be needed.

2.	 Describe utilitarianism’s features and distinguish between act and rule utilitari-
anism. Examine how a moral action is to be judged on the basis of the utilitarian 
view.

3.	 Examine and contrast the ethical theories of subjectivism and absolutism. What 
are their advantages and disadvantages?

4.	 Discuss universalism and how it relates to human rights. In what ways does it 
try to make cultural variety and the concept of universal moral standards com-
patible?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Learning Outcomes

UNIT 2
Ethical Principles

By the end of this unit, learners will be able to:

•	 understand the ethical principles of autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, jus-

tice, integrity, and fairness

•	 analyse the concept of individual autonomy and assess the importance of patient 

decision-making in healthcare

•	 understand the difference and relation between the principles of beneficence and 

non-maleficence

•	 evaluate a patient’s sense of justice, integrity, and fairness within the context of 

healthcare decisions

Background 

Moral principles are basic rules that help guide our decisions about right and wrong. 
They come from moral theories, which are ways of thinking about how to figure out 
what is right and wrong. These principles give us clear advice for everyday situations, 
while ethical theories provide a bigger picture for understanding moral choices. For a 
long time, people have recognised essential values that help us make good decisions in 
areas like business, law, and healthcare. Some of these values include respecting people’s 
freedom to make their own choices (autonomy), avoiding harm (nonmaleficence), 
doing good for others (beneficence), and making sure everyone is treated fairly (justice 
and fairness). These values became more important as societies wanted clear rules to 
guide how we treat each other in different situations. For example, autonomy became 
important when societies realised that people should have the right to make decisions 
about their own lives. Principles like beneficence (helping others) and nonmaleficence 
(avoiding harm) became key in medicine because doctors want to ensure patients are 
treated well and safely. As societies grew more diverse, fairness and justice became 
essential for ensuring everyone is treated equally, no matter who they are. Today, these 
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ethical principles are used in many fields to help solve complex problems. They help 
us make decisions that protect people’s rights, promote well-being, and encourage fair 
treatment. By understanding and applying these ideas, we can approach moral problems 
more thoughtfully and respectfully.

Keywords

Autonomy, Beneficence, Nonmaleficence, Justice, Integrity, Fairness.

Discussion

1.2.1 Autonomy
Autonomy is an important moral idea that refers to a 

person’s ability to make their own decisions. This means 
having the freedom to choose what is best for yourself without 
being forced or influenced by others. However, people does 
not always agree on what autonomy really means or how much 
importance it should have. Regardless of these differences, 
many philosophers believe that morality supports the idea that 
everyone should have the freedom to make their own decisions. 
In healthcare, autonomy is a very important concept. It helps 
guide decisions about things like truth-telling, keeping secrets 
(confidentiality), the right to refuse treatment, and making sure 
someone understands what they are agreeing to before accepting 
medical care. Autonomy is all about having control over your 
own choices.

The word “autonomy” comes from two Greek words: autos 
meaning “self,” and nomos meaning “law” or “rule.” It was 
first used to describe the self-rule of ancient city-states. Over 
time, it came to mean the ability of individuals to make their 
own choices. Autonomy involves personal rights, freedom, 
and the ability to decide without interference from others. It is 
about being able to make decisions based on your own needs 
and desires. For example, think about someone choosing their 
career. If they have autonomy, they can choose the job they 
want. However, if they have little autonomy, they might be 
forced or pressured into a job they do not enjoy. Autonomy 
is about making independent decisions without pressure, just 
like how a country can make its own rules. Someone with less 
autonomy, like a person in prison or with a disability, might not 
have the freedom to make decisions for themselves.

•	 Autonomy is a moral 
idea that refers to 
a person’s ability 
to make their own  
decisions

•	 Autonomy involves 
personal rights, 
freedom
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Autonomy is the belief that people should make their 
own decisions. It means being in control of your own actions. 
Autonomy has two main parts: liberty and agency. Liberty 
means freedom from outside control. This means you can 
choose without others telling you what to do. It’s about having 
the freedom to decide for yourself. Agency means acting with 
purpose or intention. Your choices are based on your own goals, 
desires, or plans. Even though liberty and agency are key parts 
of autonomy, people still debate what autonomy really means. 
To understand it better, we can look at three things. These 
are: understanding, acting with intention, and being free from 
outside control. Understanding means knowing your options 
and the consequences before choosing. Acting with intention 
means your choices reflect your own goals. You are not just 
acting without thinking. Being free from outside control means 
no one is pressuring or influencing your decision.

Philosopher Immanuel Kant had his view of autonomy. 
He thought autonomy is not just doing whatever you want. He 
believed it means acting by a moral code that everyone should 
follow. Kant’s idea is called the categorical imperative. This 
means you should act only in ways you think everyone could 
act. For Kant, genuine autonomy is not just personal choice. 
It is about following moral rules that apply to all people. He 
believed absolute freedom means choosing to follow these 
rules. So, freedom is both an ethical and a personal decision. 
For Kant, being truly autonomous means being moral. It also 
means respecting the rights of others when making decisions.

1.2.1.1 Understanding Autonomy and Higher-
Order Desires

Autonomy means making choices that match our deeper, 
long-term goals. Sometimes, these choices go against our 
short-term wants. One way to explain this is through higher-
order desires. A first-order desire is something you want right 
now, like drinking alcohol. A second-order desire is a deeper 
goal, like stopping drinking to stay healthy. Autonomy means 
choosing the second-order desire. It means doing what helps 
your bigger goals, even hard ones. But this idea has some 
problems. Sometimes, second-order desires are not fully free 
or logical. They might come from things like addiction. For 
example, an alcoholic may want to stop drinking. That is a 
second-order desire. But the strong urge to drink, a first-order 
desire, might be too powerful. In that case, the person may not 
have full control. Their decision might not be truly autonomous.

•	 Freedom and liberty 
are the two main 
parts of  autonomy

•	 For Kant, autonomy 
is a moral code that 
everyone should  
follow

•	 Autonomy means 
making decisions 
that support their  
goals
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Some people think full autonomy means checking your 
desires at many levels. For example, you might have a second-
order desire to stop drinking. Then you might think about that 
desire with a third-order desire. This could go on forever. It 
might lead to an endless chain of thoughts. Because of this, 
full autonomy might not be possible. So, instead of aiming 
for perfect autonomy, we can think of it more simply. We can 
define autonomy as making reasonable choices in daily life. 
People often make decisions about health, money, or education. 
They may not know everything, and others may influence them. 
Still, these choices can be autonomous. For example, patients 
may not fully understand all medical details. But if they make 
choices that make sense and are not forced, their decisions 
can still count as autonomous. What matters is having enough 
knowledge and freedom to choose wisely.

1.2.2 Beneficence
Benevolence means being kind, caring, and wanting to 

help others. It includes showing love, compassion, and doing 
good things for people, like helping those in need. We think 
of it in everyday life as just being a good person. But in ethics 
(the study of right and wrong), the idea of benevolence is even 
bigger. It includes almost anything someone does to help make 
another person’s life better. When we talk about the ‘principle 
of beneficence’, we mean a moral rule that says people should 
try to do good things for others, like preventing harm, helping 
people in trouble, or improving someone’s situation. In this 
way, doing good for others is an essential part of many real-life 
situations where people try to make ethical choices.

Beneficence is an essential idea in medical and healthcare 
ethics. Since around 1975, it has been one of the main principles 
in the field. People who work in public health, medicine, and 
research know they must carefully balance the good and bad 
effects of treatments or actions. When a doctor promises to “do 
no harm,” it does not mean they will never cause any harm. 
Instead, they will try to ensure that the good things they do (like 
helping people get better) outweigh any possible harm (like 
side effects). Today, experts agree that beneficence is more than 
just avoiding harm. It also means actively trying to do good. 
However, people still do not entirely agree on differentiating 
between doing good for others (beneficence) and ensuring 
things are fair for everyone in society (justice).

A critical issue in healthcare is that doctors and patients 
often see things differently. For example, what a doctor sees as 
helpful might not feel beneficial to a patient. And what a patient 

•	 A person would need 
to keep evaluating 
their desires at higher 
levels

•	 Beneficence is 
respecting people’s 
ability to make their 
own decisions and 
not harming them

•	 Utility is different 
from beneficenceSG
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thinks is dangerous might not seem so to a doctor. This happens 
because people have different ideas about what counts as harm 
and what counts as a benefit. What helps one person might hurt 
another, and people have their own opinions about what risks 
are worth taking. A good example of this is something called 
physician-assisted suicide. This is when a doctor helps a patient 
die, but only if the patient asks for it. In the past, many doctors 
and nurses felt that helping someone die was wrong, even if the 
patient did not want to continue treatment. They worried that 
stopping treatment meant helping someone kill themselves.

But today, most people in law and medical ethics agree that 
doctors must respect that choice if a patient refuses a treatment. 
If the doctor stops a treatment because the patient did not 
want it, it is not considered wrong anymore. Not listening to 
the patient would be the real problem. So, if a doctor’s actions 
cause death only because the patient chose to stop treatment, 
it’s seen as an act of kindness. However, a new question has 
come up: Is it right or wrong to help a patient die when they 
ask for it? This question is hard to answer because people still 
disagree on what counts as helping and what counts as hurting. 
For some patients in terrible pain, dying might feel like relief, 
while others might see it as giving up. So, when is helping 
someone die a good thing, and when is it a bad thing? Does 
it depend on how the death happens, like stopping treatment 
versus giving medicine to end life? These are tough questions, 
and there is not a straightforward answer. It depends on the 
patient, the situation, and people’s beliefs about life and death.

1.2.3 Nonmaleficence
Nonmaleficence is the idea that we should not intentionally 

harm others. The medical saying often sums this up: First, ‘do 
not harm’. While this exact phrase does not appear in the original 
Hippocratic Oath, its spirit does. The Oath says doctors should 
use their skills to help people, but never hurt them. This idea of not 
causing harm is at the core of nonmaleficence. Nonmaleficence 
plays a key role in difficult decisions, especially regarding end-
of-life care. For example, doctors might face situations where 
they must decide whether to continue life-sustaining treatment 
or stop it. These decisions can be very tricky, especially when 
balancing the benefits of treatment against the suffering it may 
cause.

Nonmaleficence also helps us understand the difference 
between ‘killing’ and ‘letting die’. Sometimes, healthcare 
decisions involve deciding whether to intervene with a patient’s 

•	 Beneficence in 
healthcare, doctors 
and patients often see 
things differently

•	 Respecting refusal 
of treatment is 
accepted, but assisted 
dying is still debated

•	 Nonmaleficence; 
we should not 
intentionally harm 
others SG
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condition. Nonmaleficence requires doctors to think about 
the harm that could come from doing something (action) and 
doing nothing (inaction), and to make decisions that minimise 
suffering and protect the patient. Nonmaleficence is often 
compared with beneficence, which is the idea of doing good. 
These two ideas can sometimes conflict. For example, helping 
someone might involve some risk or harm. In these cases, 
nonmaleficence usually takes priority because preventing harm 
is seen as more important than the potential benefits of helping. 
But there are times when the benefits of helping someone might 
be greater than the risks, such as when acting could stop bigger 
harm from happening. Nonmaleficence is a central idea in 
making ethical decisions, especially in healthcare. It reminds 
us to avoid causing harm and to think carefully about how our 
actions might affect others. It helps ensure that decisions are 
made to prevent unnecessary suffering or injury.

1.2.4 Justice
Justice is a key idea in ethics that helps guide how people, 

organisations, and society should behave to ensure fair 
treatment and equal distribution of opportunities, resources, and 
responsibilities. In applied ethics, the focus is on how abstract 
ideas of justice can be applied to real-life areas like politics, 
economics, social policies, and laws. It looks at how justice 
should guide decisions, especially when they affect people’s 
well-being. The main goal is to make sure that everyone in 
society is treated fairly, with respect, and has equal access to 
resources, wealth, and power.

A major part of justice in applied ethics is distributive justice, 
which is about fairly dividing benefits and responsibilities in 
society. This includes deciding how to fairly distribute things 
like money, healthcare, education, and other important services. 
Different theories explain what is fair in distributing resources. 
For example, utilitarianism suggests that resources should 
be distributed in a way that creates the greatest happiness for 
everyone. Libertarianism focuses on individual freedom and 
minimal government interference. Egalitarianism believes in 
equal distribution for all people. Each of these ideas provides 
a way to think about how society should share its resources to 
reduce unfairness.

Another important concept is procedural justice, which is 
about fairness in the decision-making process. This means that 
fairness is not just about the results, but also about how decisions 
are made. For example, procedural justice makes sure that legal 

•	 Physicians decide to 
minimise suffering 
and protect the 
patient

•	 To ensure equality 
for everyone

•	 Distributive justice 
upholds fair division 
of benefits and 
responsibilities in 
society

•	 Procedural justice 
focuses on the 
fairness in the 
decision-making 
procedure

SG
O
U



20 SGOU - SLM - MA PHILOSOPHY -Applied Ethics 

trials are fair, with everyone having equal access to lawyers, 
transparency, and the same treatment under the law. In politics 
or the workplace, procedural justice ensures that everyone has 
a voice, rules are applied fairly, and decisions are made through 
an inclusive and unbiased process. This helps prevent power 
from being concentrated in the hands of a few people and builds 
trust in institutions.

Corrective justice is another important aspect of justice in 
applied ethics. It focuses on fixing past wrongs when people or 
groups have been harmed, whether through unfair actions or 
violations of rights. This can involve punishment for wrongdoers 
or compensating victims. Corrective justice can also deal with 
larger societal issues by addressing past wrongs through things 
like reparations, affirmative action, or social programmes that 
try to correct historical injustices, especially for marginalised 
communities.

Social justice is a broader idea that focuses on human rights 
and addressing inequality in society. It stresses the importance 
of making sure that everyone, no matter their background, 
has access to opportunities that allow them to succeed. Social 
justice fights against discrimination, supports economic 
fairness, and ensures that people have access to basic needs like 
housing, healthcare, and education. To achieve social justice, 
society must work to remove unfair power structures and move 
towards greater equality and fairness for everyone. Justice in 
applied ethics is about making sure people are treated fairly, 
opportunities are distributed in a way that benefits everyone, and 
systems are in place to correct wrongs and prevent inequality. 
It’s about ensuring fairness in both the process and the outcome 
and working towards a society where all people can thrive 
equally.

1.2.5 Fairness
Fairness in ethics refers to treating individuals or groups 

justly, impartially, and equitably. It means ensuring everyone 
is treated equally, holding everyone to the same standards, and 
making decisions based on reasonable and consistent logic. 
In ethical philosophy, fairness is often associated with justice, 
where laws and judgments are evaluated according to whether 
they provide equal rights, opportunities, and protection for all 
individuals, regardless of their status, background, or personal 
characteristics. By not favouring one person over another 
without a valid reason, a fair action or decision seeks to lessen 
inequality and prejudice.

•	 Corrective 
justice focuses 
on affirmative 
action to correct 
historical injustices 
for marginalised 
communities

•	 Social justice 
addresses inequality 
in society

•	 Fairness means 
treating individuals 
impartially and 
equitably
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In ethical arguments, fairness is often linked to the 
distributive justice principle, which deals with the equitable 
allocation of resources, advantages, and burdens within a society. 
For instance, in a just society, resources like wealth, healthcare, 
and education should be distributed to reduce inequalities while 
considering every individual’s needs, contributions, and merits. 
Furthermore, fairness is essential to procedural justice, which 
prioritises equity in the decision-making processes and ensures 
that everyone has an equal opportunity for representation, 
participation, and redress.

Fairness’s application in ethics can be challenging, though, 
as different ethical systems may have various interpretations. 
For example, utilitarianism may argue that fairness means 
maximising happiness for all, even if this means giving some 
people less than others, while deontological approaches may 
insist on treating every individual equally by a set of moral 
responsibilities, regardless of the results. Comparatively, 
egalitarian views emphasise equality in the distribution of 
opportunities or resources, while libertarian ideas focus 
on justice regarding individual liberty and property rights. 
Despite these variations, fairness is a fundamental ethical 
ideal that influences societal systems, including laws, rules, 
and interpersonal interactions. Ensuring that institutional 
injustices or personal prejudices do not unduly influence moral 
evaluations or decisions requires a commitment to equality, 
respect for others, and treating people fairly.

1.2.6 Integrity
Integrity is an important ethical trait that means being 

truthful, dependable, and sticking to moral standards, even 
when it is difficult or tempting to do otherwise. It involves 
being true to your principles and values and ensuring your 
actions match what you believe is right. A person with integrity 
is committed to doing the right thing, even when it is not easy or 
popular. They act according to their moral beliefs, even if there 
are challenges or negative consequences. Integrity is more than 
just being honest; it is about consistently doing what is right. 
It includes being truthful, keeping promises, and making sure 
your actions align with your beliefs. People with integrity show 
moral courage by doing the right thing, even when it could cost 
them something important, like speaking out against something 
wrong or admitting a mistake. When people act with integrity, 
they build trust with others in both personal and professional 
situations.

•	 Fairness is linked 
with distributive 
justice in ethical 
arguments and 
is essential to 
procedural justice

•	 The application 
of the principle of 
fairness in ethics 
is challenging 
because different 
ethical systems 
may have various 
interpretations

•	 Integrity is more than 
just being honest; it 
is about consistently 
doing what’s right.SG
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Integrity is essential in many areas of life, like in leadership, 
government, and business, where ethical behaviour is needed to 
ensure fairness and justice. For example, a leader with integrity 
is trustworthy because they follow through on their promises 
and act according to their values. When people act with integrity, 
it helps create a fair and just society. However, integrity can be 
tested when faced with tough decisions or competing interests. 
Sometimes, doing the right thing may come with personal 
sacrifice. It is not always easy to choose between what is right 
and what’s convenient. Still, integrity means making decisions 
based on your moral principles, even when it is hard, and 
accepting the consequences of doing so.

1.2.7 Distinction between theoretical ethics 
and applied ethics

Theoretical ethics, also called normative ethics, focuses on 
the basic ideas of right and wrong, good and bad. It looks at 
questions like “What makes an action morally right or wrong?” 
and “What moral duties do we have?” The goal of theoretical 
ethics is to create general rules or frameworks that can be used 
to understand moral decision-making. It explores big ideas and 
theories, such as utilitarianism, the idea that we should act in 
ways that bring the most happiness, deontology, the belief that 
actions are right or wrong based on rules, and virtue ethics, 
which focuses on developing good character traits.

Applied ethics, on the other hand, takes the ideas from 
theoretical ethics and applies them to real-life situations. It looks 
at how moral theories can help us make decisions in specific 
areas like healthcare, business, law, and the environment. For 
example, applied ethics might ask whether euthanasia is morally 
acceptable, or how businesses can balance making a profit with 
being responsible to society. Applied ethics deals with real-
world problems and focuses on finding practical solutions to 
these ethical dilemmas. The main difference between the two 
is that theoretical ethics is more about understanding general 
moral principles, while applied ethics focuses on using those 
principles to solve real-life moral problems. The two fields are 
connected because the problems in applied ethics help shape 
the ideas in theoretical ethics, and the theories in theoretical 
ethics guide how we think about and solve specific moral issues 
in applied ethics.

1.2.8 Nature of applied ethics
Applied ethics is about using ethical ideas to solve real-

world problems. Unlike theoretical ethics, which looks at broad 

•	 Integrity means 
making decisions 
based on moral 
principles, even 
when it is difficult or 
costly

•	 Ethics focuses on 
what is right and 
wrong, or good and 
bad

•	 Applied ethics is 
the application of 
normative theories to 
private or publicSG
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principles like what is right and wrong in general, applied ethics 
focuses on specific situations and issues in areas like business, 
medicine, law, technology, and the environment. It helps people, 
professionals, and lawmakers make moral decisions when they 
have to balance moral values with practical considerations and 
social expectations. It is interdisciplinary, meaning it draws 
ideas from many different fields. For example, environmental 
ethics looks at our moral responsibilities toward nature, 
including topics like conservation, climate change, and animal 
rights. In business ethics, the focus is on how companies should 
treat their workers, customers, and the environment, as well as 
issues like fair trade and corporate responsibility.

What makes applied ethics unique is that it focuses on 
explaining real-life problems. It does not just talk about abstract 
ideas but helps people make decisions in complicated situations 
where different values or interests may conflict. For example, 
in medicine, doctors may have to decide whether treatment is 
worth the risks to a patient’s health while respecting the patient’s 
right to make their own choices. Applied ethics also takes into 
account the cultural, legal, and social context of a situation. What 
is considered ethical can vary between countries and situations. 
As new issues arise, such as advancements in technology like 
genetic engineering or artificial intelligence, applied ethics 
helps guide us in making morally responsible decisions. This 
makes applied ethics an important field for addressing today’s 
challenges and ensuring we consider ethical questions in both 
public and private decisions.

•	 Applied ethics uses 
ethical theories 
to solve real-life 
problems

•	 Applied ethics 
helps people to 
make decisions 
in situations of 
conflicting interests

Summarized Overview

Important concepts that aid in directing choices in real-life  situations are autonomy, 
beneficence, nonmaleficence, justice, fairness, and integrity. The ability to freely 
choose according to one’s needs and desires is what is meant by autonomy. While 
nonmaleficence is about preventing harm to others, beneficence is about taking actions 
that benefit and enhance the well-being of others. Fairness is about treating everyone 
fairly and consistently, whereas justice is about ensuring that everyone receives what 
they are entitled to. Being truthful and upholding moral principles, especially when they 
are challenging, are hallmarks of integrity. Practical ethics assist us in resolving actual 
issues in particular circumstances, and theoretical ethics provide us with a broad grasp 
of what is morally correct. These concepts assist us in making wise decisions in real life. 
Making fair and well-considered decisions requires striking a balance between all these 
values.
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Self-Assessment
1.	 Do you know how morality and reasoned judgement relate to Kant’s concept of 

autonomy? How does Kant differentiate between moral obligation and freedom 
in regard to autonomy?

2.	 Do you comprehend the ideas of utility and positive beneficence? In what ways 
can these values inform ethical choices in healthcare, and how might they occa-
sionally clash with upholding a patient’s autonomy?

3.	 Are you aware that honesty is only one aspect of integrity? Think back to a time 
when you or someone you know had to act honourably. What impact did that 
have on how that circumstance turned out?

4.	 Is it possible to differentiate between applied ethics and theoretical ethics? How 
are moral challenges approached differently in each of these fields, and how 
might they be complementary to one another?

Assignments

1.	 What does the term autonomy mean? Explain how personal freedom and auton-
omy are related.

2.	 What is the relation and difference between kindness and the principle of benef-
icence?

3.	 How do entitlement, desert, and fairness each contribute to our understanding of 
justice?

4.	 Describe the distinction between applied ethics and theoretical ethics. How does 
each field advance our comprehension of moral dilemmas?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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BLOCK 2BLOCK 2
Biomedical EthicsBiomedical Ethics
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Learning Outcomes

UNIT 1
Issues in Bioethics

After completing this unit, the learner will be able to:

•	 identify and explain key ethical issues in bioethics, including euthanasia, abortion, 

cloning, surrogacy, stem cell therapy, and in vitro fertilisation

•	 critically analyse the ethical principles surrounding euthanasia, abortion, cloning, 

surrogacy, stem cell therapy, and IVF, including the concepts of autonomy, consent, 

beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice.

•	 understand of the concepts of sanctity of life, dignity, and the value of life and how 

these principles apply to ethical debates in euthanasia, abortion, cloning, surrogacy, 

stem cell therapy, and IVF

•	 understand the notions of decisions about life, suicide, and death, justice, and equity

Background 

Prior to the formalisation of applied ethics as a field of study, moral judgements on 
science, medicine, and social issues were discussed based on philosophical concepts, 
cultural customs, or religious beliefs. In many communities, people made moral decisions 
by following the advice of religious leaders. They employed general guidelines to define 
right and wrong behaviour, but these guidelines did not always consider the particular 
difficulties or circumstances people encountered ethical decision making. For instance, 
choices were frequently impacted by rigid religious or moral beliefs that didn’t always 
take into account the complexity of each situation. Topics like abortion, euthanasia 
(mercy killing), or new medical advancements were not freely discussed independent of 
regions doctrines.

As civilisation evolved throughout time, new medical developments and technological 
advancements brought up increasingly challenging ethical issues. These recent 
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advancements demonstrated that the traditional decision-making methods were insufficient 
to address the contemporary problems. Applied ethics assists people in thinking through 
these difficult issues. It offers a methodical approach to examine actual circumstances and 
considering the effects of choices on people’s lives, rights, and obligations. Awareness 
of this method makes options more fair, well-considered, and founded on the relevant 
knowledge of each unique instance.

Keywords

Euthanasia, Abortion, Cloning, In vitro fertilisation, Surrogacy, Stem cell therapy, 
Sanctity of life, Dignity, Value of life

Discussion

Real-world scenarios where we must make moral choices 
are the focus of applied ethics, and there are frequently strong 
view points supporting both sides of these issues. In bioethics, 
euthanasia, abortion, surrogacy, IVF, cloning, and stem cell 
therapy are some of the primary topics. Let’s examine these in 
more detail. Euthanasia is the deliberate taking of a person’s 
life to relieve their suffering, mainly in cases where the person 
has terminal illness. The moral dilemma here is whether life 
should always be safeguarded, regardless of how much agony 
someone is going through, or if it is acceptable to assist someone 
in dying to relieve their suffering. While some are opposed to 
euthanasia and think that life should be protected. They fear 
that it may be abused it proponents of the practice see it as a 
kind and compassionate decision state a new point. The act of 
terminating a pregnancy before the unborn child is ready to 
live outside the womb is known as abortion. The main topic 
of discussion is whether a woman should have the authority to 
make decisions regarding her body, especially when there are 
health hazards or an unintended pregnancy. On the other hand, 
some people think that since life begins at conception, abortion 
is immoral since it takes away the unborn child’s potential life.

Surrogacy is when a woman bears and gives birth to a child 
on behalf of a person or couple who are unable to conceive. The 
idea of treating infants like commodities that can be purchased 
and sold, the possibility of abusing women, and whether it is 
fair to the surrogate mother are all ethical concerns in surrogacy. 
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Concerns have also been raised over the emotional toll on the 
child and the surrogate mother. In vitro fertilisation, or IVF, is 
a medical process in which sperm and egg are mixed outside 
the body to produce an embryo that is subsequently placed 
inside the woman’s womb. What happens to unused embryos, 
how many embryos should be created, and how IVF affects our 
perceptions of family and reproduction are some of the ethical 
issues surrounding IVF. 

The technique of making a replica of a living thing is called 
cloning. Numerous questions concerning identity, uniqueness, 
and the possible risks of human cloning are brought up by this 
practice. Some individuals worry that cloning could be utilised 
for harmful ends, such as producing “designer babies” or 
cloning individuals just for their organs. Cloning raises ethical 
concerns about identity, uniqueness, and potential misuse.Using 
cells that can differentiate into various body cell types to treat 
illnesses or wounds is known as stem cell therapy. Although 
this treatment has many potential benefits, the stem cell source 
poses ethical concerns. Some stem cells originate from embryos, 
which raises the moral question of whether it is appropriate to 
kill embryos to obtain these cells because some people feel that 
doing so forfeits the possibility of life. Each of these topics 
brings up complicated questions of right and wrong. People 
hold various ideas based on their views on life, rights, and what 
is ethically acceptable. Through thorough consideration of these 
matters, applied ethics enables us to comprehend the values and 
ramifications of our choices. Stem cell therapy presents ethical 
dilemmas regarding the use of embryos.

2.1.1 Euthanasia
The term ‘euthanasia’ means ‘gentle and easy death’. The 

term originated from Greek words eu and thanatos; eu means 
well or good and thanatos means death. Etymologically, it 
refers to ‘good death’. It is now popularly referred to as mercy 
killing. It refers to intentionally ending a person’s life to relieve 
their suffering. This is often associated with people who have 
severe, terminal, or incurable illnesses; conditions where there 
is no hope of getting better or having pain relieved. Euthanasia 
can be either active (where something is done to cause death) 
or passive (where life-supporting treatment is stopped, allowing 
the person to die naturally). Euthanasia raises a lot of complex 
moral and ethical questions, especially when it comes to values 
like autonomy, dignity, the sanctity of life, and the idea of doing 
good or harm. These issues are at the heart of debates about 
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whether euthanasia should be allowed or not.

Autonomy: It means the right to make your own choices, 
especially about your body, your health, and your life. The idea 
behind autonomy is that people should be in control of their 
own lives and shouldn’t suffer through things they don’t want, 
especially when they have a say in their treatment. In the case 
of euthanasia, people who support it argue that if someone is 
suffering from a painful, incurable illness, they should have the 
right to choose when and how they die. This gives them the 
power to make life decisions, which is essential to respecting 
their autonomy. However, people who oppose euthanasia argue 
that autonomy shouldn’t be absolute. It means people shouldn’t 
always have the right to end their life, especially if their decision 
is influenced by depression or pressure from others. They 
believe society needs laws to ensure people make informed and 
rational decisions.

Dignity: It is the belief that everyone deserves respect, no 
matter their health, background, or situation. When it comes to 
euthanasia, dignity is often used to argue that it is undignified 
to continue living when someone is suffering so much that they 
no longer feel like themselves. For example, someone with a 
painful terminal illness might feel like they are losing control of 
their body or that their life is no longer meaningful. Supporters 
of euthanasia believe that allowing someone to end their 
suffering before they lose their dignity is a way to show respect 
for them as a person. On the other hand, opponents believe that 
dignity is not lost just because someone is sick. They argue that 
people should be supported in keeping their dignity, even in 
difficult times, through pain management, hospice care, and 
emotional support.

The Sanctity of Life: The sanctity of life is the belief that 
life is sacred and should be protected. Many religious and 
philosophical traditions teach that life is a gift and should not 
be taken away by anyone, no matter the situation. Those who 
argue against euthanasia often use the sanctity of life to say that 
human beings do not have the right to end life. For example, 
in many religious views, life is given by God, and only God 
should decide when life ends. On the other hand, people who 
support euthanasia argue that when someone is in extreme pain 
and there is no hope of recovery, allowing them to die peacefully 
can be a way of showing compassion and that, in some cases, 
ending life may prevent more suffering.
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Value of Life: The value of life is about how much worth 
a person’s life holds, especially in terms of well-being and 
happiness. It’s not just about whether someone is alive, but 
whether their life is worth living. In the case of euthanasia, 
supporters argue that if someone’s quality of life is inferior due 
to a terminal illness, their life might feel like it’s no longer worth 
living. For example, someone who is in constant pain and has 
no hope of recovery might feel like their life has lost its value. 
They believe that euthanasia can give people the option to end 
their suffering on their terms. Opponents, however, argue that 
all life has value, no matter the circumstances. They believe that 
even in difficult situations, life should be preserved, and people 
should be given help to improve their quality of life rather than 
ending it.

Beneficence: Beneficence is the idea of doing good and 
helping others. In the case of euthanasia, this means trying 
to reduce suffering and improve well-being. Supporters of 
euthanasia argue that if someone is in great pain and has no 
hope of getting better, helping them die peacefully can be seen 
as an act of kindness or beneficence. They believe that allowing 
someone to end their life on their terms, rather than forcing 
them to endure pain and suffering, can be a compassionate and 
ethical decision. However, critics argue that euthanasia might 
not always be in the patient’s best interest. They point out that 
new treatments or changes in the person’s condition could 
improve their situation. Providing good palliative care (care 
that focuses on relieving pain and improving quality of life) 
should be the priority instead.

Non-maleficenceis the principle of “do no harm.” It’s the 
idea that doctors and healthcare workers should never harm 
their patients. When it comes to euthanasia, people who oppose 
it argue that actively ending someone’s life is harmful and 
goes against this principle. Even if the intention is to relieve 
suffering, taking someone’s life is seen as harmful. On the other 
hand, supporters argue that nonmaleficence should also mean 
preventing unnecessary suffering. They believe that if a person 
is in constant pain and death is inevitable, allowing them to 
end their life might do less harm than forcing them to continue 
living in pain. They argue that euthanasia can be a way of 
showing compassion and preventing more damage.

Justice in euthanasia means treating everyone equally and 
fairly and ensuring that people have the same rights to make 
decisions about their lives. Supporters of euthanasia argue that 
if a person is terminally ill and suffering, they should have 
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the same right to choose euthanasia as others have to choose 
medical treatments. They believe everyone should have access 
to this choice if they meet the proper criteria. However, critics of 
euthanasia argue that it may not always be applied fairly. They 
worry that vulnerable groups, such as the elderly, disabled, or 
mentally ill, might be pressured into choosing euthanasia, either 
by society or by family members. To prevent this, they believe 
that euthanasia must be carefully regulated to ensure that it is 
only chosen by people who are fully informed and not under 
any pressure.

2.1.2 Abortion
The subject of abortion has generated discussions and 

arguments for a long time. It includes the deliberate ending of 
a pregnancy before the birth of a child, and it brings up ethical, 
social, and legal issues about the beginning of life and who 
should have the authority to decide when to end a pregnancy. 
Depending on one’s values, beliefs, and comprehension of 
ethical principles,  people have varied perspectives on abortion. 
These moral precepts include autonomy, dignity, holiness, value, 
beneficence, nonmaleficence, and justice. These guidelines 
enable us to investigate and comprehend the nuanced aspects of 
abortion from various angles.

The Three Primary Perspectives on Abortion

It’s critical to understand the three primary perspectives on 
abortion before delving into the ethical principles:

Restrictions (Pro-life): Advocates of this viewpoint 
consider abortion to be generally immoral. From a very young 
age, they believe that a fetus is a person and ought to have the 
same moral rights as everyone else. Abortion is only justified, 
according to pro-lifers, when the woman’s life or health is in 
grave danger. Even if it is done to save the woman’s life, they 
still think it is morally wrong to kill a fetus.

Permissions (Pro-choice): People who favour abortion 
contend that to respect a woman’s autonomy and control over 
her body, she should have the freedom to decide whether to 
carry on with her pregnancy or terminate it. Also, they hold that 
a fetus, particularly in its early stages, lacks the same moral 
rights as an adult human being. Abortion is not seen as the same 
as killing a person because a fetus lacks the capacity for thought 
and speech.

Moderates: They maintain a perspective of compromise. 
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They think there are some circumstances in which abortion 
can be justified. Some people may only favour abortion in the 
early stages of pregnancy because they believe that the stage 
of pregnancy matters. Some people think that abortion is 
appropriate if the fetus is seriously injured or if the woman’s 
health or well-being would be negatively impacted by carrying 
the pregnancy to term. Moreover, moderates consider the 
circumstances surrounding the pregnancy, such as if it resulted 
from rape or a failed attempt at contraception. Because they 
base their opinions on matters like the woman’s health, the stage 
of the pregnancy, and whether the fetus has severe deformities, 
the majority of Americans are categorised as moderates.

Autonomy: The idea of autonomy holds that individuals 
ought to have the freedom to make choices regarding their own 
bodies. For proponents of abortion rights, this is a crucial point. 
According to this perspective, a woman is entitled to make 
decisions regarding her own life, including whether or not to 
carry on with her pregnancy. The choice to undergo an abortion 
is regarded as a way to honour the woman’s autonomy and 
bodily autonomy. For many pro-choice advocates, this idea is 
among the most compelling arguments in favour of legalising 
abortion.

Pregnancy impacts a woman’s physical, emotional, and 
social well-being. Abortion advocates contend that since the 
woman’s body is involved in the pregnancy, she ought to have 
the authority to determine what happens to it. It should be her 
choice if she does not wish to become pregnant. For instance, 
autonomy supports her right to have an abortion if carrying 
the pregnancy to term poses a health risk. However, pro-life 
advocates and other opponents of abortion contend that the 
rights of the fetus must also be taken into account. They hold 
the view that the fetus has rights of its own, which could conflict 
with the woman’s right to be in charge of her body. Whether the 
woman’s rights are more significant than the fetus’s is a moral 
conundrum.

Dignity is the belief that each individual, and thus all 
living things, have intrinsic worth deserving of respect. The 
pro-life stance on abortion is based on the dignity principle. 
This viewpoint’s proponents contend that the fetus has the 
same moral value as any other individual from conception. 
They argue that by treating the fetus as though it has no worth, 
abortion violates its dignity. Pro-life advocates view the fetus 
as a potential human being with a distinct identity and future. 
They contend that abortion deprives the fetus of its right to life 
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and the dignity that accompanies human status. According to 
this perspective, it is the duty of society to uphold the dignity of 
all life, including unborn life. However, pro-choice proponents 
contend that women’s dignity must also be protected, even 
though they share this belief. For instance, forcing a woman 
to carry an unplanned pregnancy could be detrimental to her 
dignity. Abortion is viewed as a means of protecting a woman’s 
dignity by giving her the freedom to make a decision that 
safeguards her health and future when the pregnancy poses a 
threat to either.

The Sanctity of Life: According to the sanctity of life 
principle, life has intrinsic value and should be preserved at 
all costs. Those who oppose abortion frequently invoke this 
principle because they think that life should be safeguarded from 
the time of conception. Pro-life advocates sometimes contend 
that abortion is immoral because life is sacred. According to this 
perspective, terminating a pregnancy is a moral transgression 
of the sacredness of life itself, not merely the termination of a 
prospective existence.

Pro-choice activists and other pro-abortion supporters 
contend that the sanctity of life is not absolute. They think 
that while life is valuable, the conditions under which it exists 
are also necessary. For instance, proponents of abortion may 
contend that it is more humane to let the woman have an 
abortion if the fetus has serious health issues or if bringing the 
pregnancy to term will do the woman great harm. In this way, 
they contend that the sanctity of life principle should consider 
the situation’s context and the quality of life.

Value of Life: How we view the value of a life is connected 
to the value of life principle. Pro-life advocates contend that 
life has intrinsic value independent of its quality. Regardless 
of its quality or potential for suffering, they believe that every 
life, including that of a fetus, has inherent value and ought to 
be preserved. On the other hand, pro-choice activists contend 
that quality of life is also a factor in determining the value of 
life. For instance, they would argue that the worth of life should 
encompass the welfare of both the woman and the fetus if the 
fetus has serious health issues that would cause it to suffer after 
birth or if the pregnancy constitutes a risk to the woman’s life. 
Abortion is viewed from this angle as a way to spare the fetus 
and the woman’s needless misery.

Beneficence: The ethical precept of doing good and 
advancing well-being is known as beneficence. Abortion 
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advocates frequently claim that because abortion can protect 
a woman from harm, it is a good deed in some circumstances. 
Abortion can be viewed as a means of promoting the woman’s 
well-being by giving her the ability to make a decision that will 
not damage her if the pregnancy poses a risk to her health or if 
the fetus has significant health issues. Abortion may be viewed 
as the most compassionate course of action, for instance, if 
the health of the woman is seriously threatened or if the fetus 
has a disease that would make life difficult or unsustainable. 
Benevolence in these situations promotes behaviour that 
produces the greatest good and the least harm.

Non-maleficence:The ethical precept known as 
nonmaleficence translates to “do no harm.” This idea calls into 
question whether abortion is harmful in the circumstances of 
abortion. Abortion opponents believe that abortion damages 
the fetus by taking away its potential life. According to this 
perspective, abortion is unhealthy, and the fetus has the right to 
life as a person. Nonetheless, proponents of abortion contend 
that coercing a woman into carrying a pregnancy against her 
choice could be detrimental to her mental, emotional, and 
physical well-being. Abortion may be considered an option that 
minimises harm to the woman in situations where carrying the 
pregnancy would be detrimental to her health.

Justice: Fairness and treating everyone equally are the 
cornerstones of justice. This notion calls into question whether 
women have equal access to reproductive rights in the abortion 
debate. Abortion rights advocates contend that regardless of a 
woman’s background, financial situation, or place of residence, 
she must have access to safe and legal abortion methods for 
justice to be served. They contend that it is unjust to deny 
women access to abortion, mainly when the woman’s health 
is in jeopardy or when the pregnancy was brought on by rape 
or incest. Abortion opponents frequently contend that society 
must defend the fetus’s right to life and that justice is served 
by protecting the rights of the unborn child. They claim that 
society is mistreating unborn people by permitting abortion as 
if their lives are nothing.

2.1.3 In Vitro Fertilisation
One medical procedure that aids people who are having 

problems getting pregnant is in vitro fertilisation or IVF. Eggs 
from a woman’s ovaries are extracted and combined with sperm 
in a laboratory, and then the fertilised eggs, known as embryos, 
are reintroduced into the woman’s uterus. Low sperm counts, 
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obstructed fallopian tubes, and other reproductive health 
concerns can be resolved by IVF. However, IVF also brings 
up some significant issues of right and wrong. The four central 
ethical precepts of autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, 
and justice are frequently used to analyse these issues. We 
can consider the moral issues surrounding the use of IVF by 
comprehending how these principles relate to the procedure.

Autonomy: According to the autonomy concept, people 
can make choices, particularly about private and health-related 
issues. In terms of IVF, this implies that individuals or couples 
ought to be allowed to choose whether and how to use fertility 
treatment. In IVF, autonomy entails empowering patients 
to make knowledgeable decisions. Patients ought to be able 
to determine, for instance, how many embryos they wish to 
produce, whether they want to freeze certain embryos for use 
at a later time, or whether they wish to have embryos examined 
for genetic issues. However, patients must have comprehensive 
and unambiguous information from their physician to make 
these decisions. They must know all IVF’s advantages, 
disadvantages, and potential results. This includes being aware 
of possible risks such as ovarian hyperstimulation syndrome 
(OHSS), the likelihood of success, and the danger of multiple 
pregnancies.

Informed consent is essential to upholding autonomy. This 
implies that patients must thoroughly understand IVF before 
undergoing the procedure. It’s not just about the treatment’s 
steps but also the physical, mental, and financial difficulties 
accompanying it. Without feeling under duress from medical 
professionals or others, the patient must consent to IVF. 
Patients should choose how many embryos to transfer into the 
uterus as part of their autonomy. While some may be in favour 
of transferring more embryos to boost the likelihood of success, 
others may be against the idea because it could put the mother’s 
health at risk. Respecting the couple’s decision regarding this 
issue is crucial to maintaining their autonomy throughout the 
IVF process.

Beneficence: According to the principle of beneficence, 
healthcare providers should always act in ways that promote 
the well-being of others. In the case of IVF, its goal is to 
help infertile individuals achieve a healthy pregnancy and 
child. Healthcare professionals must prioritise the patient’s 
best interests, minimise harm, and aim for the best possible 
treatment outcomes. This includes offering high-quality care, 
adjusting fertility treatments like medications to help women 
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produce eggs, and providing the best chance of success while 
avoiding harm. They should also explain factors that affect IVF 
success, such as the woman’s age, sperm quality, and other 
medical conditions. By setting realistic expectations, doctors 
can help reduce stress and anxiety for patients. Moreover, 
beneficence involves considering the emotional well-being of 
patients, as IVF can be very emotionally challenging, especially 
if it doesn’t succeed. Doctors should provide emotional support 
and counselling to help patients cope with the emotional toll 
of infertility. Finally, beneficence means being honest about 
the potential risks, like multiple pregnancies, preterm births, 
or health issues for the mother or child. By being open and 
transparent about these risks, healthcare providers help patients 
make informed decisions that protect their long-term health.

2.1.4 Surrogacy
In surrogacy, a woman bears and gives birth to a child on 

behalf of a person or couple who are unable to conceive or carry 
a pregnancy on their own. Traditional surrogacy and gestational 
surrogacy are the two primary forms of surrogacy. Since the 
baby is created using the surrogate’s egg, the surrogate is also 
the biological mother in traditional surrogacy. In gestational 
surrogacy, the surrogate is not the child’s biological mother 
because she carries an embryo made using the intended 
parents’ or donors’ egg and sperm. Several significant ethical 
issues are raised by surrogacy. The rights and obligations of 
all parties—the surrogate, the intended parents, and the child—
are related to these issues. Various moral precepts are applied 
during surrogacy to assess the situation’s justice and morality. 
These values include autonomy, dignity, beneficence, sanctity, 
value, non-maleficence, and justice. Let’s examine these moral 
precepts in more detail and how they affect the practice of 
surrogacy.

Autonomy: According to the principle of autonomy, 
people have the right to make decisions about their bodies 
and lives without being pressured by others. In surrogacy, 
both the intended parents and the surrogate should have the 
freedom to make their own choices. The surrogate must be able 
to make an informed decision about carrying the pregnancy, 
fully understanding the possible legal, emotional, and physical 
challenges. She should choose to be a surrogate on her own, 
without outside pressure or financial motivation. Similarly, 
intended parents have the right to decide how to grow their 
family, including choosing surrogacy if they cannot conceive 
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or carry a pregnancy themselves. However, ethical issues arise, 
particularly in commercial surrogacy, if there’s concern that 
the surrogate’s choice is influenced by money or pressure. It’s 
important to ensure that surrogates are choosing to help for the 
right reasons and not because they feel forced or are in financial 
need.

Dignity: The idea that every human being should be treated 
with intrinsic respect and value is known as dignity. The intended 
parents, the surrogates, and the child’s dignity must all be taken 
into account when surrogacy is considered. The surrogate 
may become only a “vessel” for the child, a reproductive tool, 
according to critics of surrogacy, mainly commercial surrogacy. 
This raises the question of whether surrogates are receiving the 
respect they are due. Furthermore, the surrogate child ought to 
receive dignified treatment. Some individuals are concerned that 
children may be viewed as commodities or transactions during 
the surrogacy process rather than as sentient human beings. The 
child must be recognised and respected as a person, not solely 
due to a contract or economic agreement. Maintaining ethical 
standards in the surrogacy process requires protecting dignity 
all parties’ involved.

Beneficence: The beneficence principle is all about doing 
good and promoting the well-being of others. In surrogacy, the 
goal should be to help everyone involved. For intended parents 
who can’t have a child on their own, surrogacy can be a life-
changing way to become parents. The surrogate may also receive 
financial compensation, improving her financial situation. 
However, beneficence also means considering the well-being 
of the surrogate and the child. It is essential to ensure the 
surrogate’s health and mental well-being are protected during 
pregnancy and delivery. Surrogacy agreements should benefit 
everyone involved and never take advantage of the surrogate or 
harm her physically or mentally. The child’s health should also 
be a top priority, and every effort should be made to ensure the 
child is born healthy and treated with care and respect.

Sanctity of life: According to the sanctity of life principle, 
all life is precious and should be protected and revered. This 
principle highlights the need to regard the surrogate child as a 
distinct and precious life in the context of surrogacy. The child 
must be seen as a person with rights and dignity, regardless 
of the circumstances surrounding conception or pregnancy. If 
surrogacy is perceived as a commercial exchange or business 
transaction, ethical issues could surface. In these situations, 
people might be concerned that the child is not treated as an 
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individual with inherent worth but as a commodity. It’s critical 
to remember that all children, regardless of their conception, 
are entitled to the same moral consideration as other children. 
Maintaining the child’s rights and dignity in surrogacy requires 
upholding the sanctity of life.

Value of life:The belief that every human life has inherent 
worth. In surrogacy, this principle focuses on ensuring that both 
the surrogate and the child are treated with respect and value. 
The surrogate should not be viewed or treated as a reproductive 
tool; instead, her life should be given priority. The surrogate’s 
life and experiences should not be diminished by surrogacy, 
and the risks she faces—both psychologically and physically—
should be recognised and addressed. Since life is valuable to 
children, they should be treated as unique individuals with 
rights. Instead of treating the child as something that can be 
“ordered” or “purchased,” surrogacy should consider them 
as a unique individual with a destiny of their own. Everyone 
engaged in the surrogacy process, from the surrogate to the 
child, should be treated with dignity and respect in accordance 
with the value of life principle.

Non-Maleficence: According to the non-maleficence 
principle, nobody should suffer harm. This idea highlights how 
crucial it is to keep the surrogate safe throughout surrogacy. 
The surrogate should be completely aware of the hazards to 
her health that come with pregnancy and childbirth, and these 
risks should be carefully managed. Making sure surrogates 
are supported during the process is essential since they may 
encounter emotional stress, health issues, or other difficulties. 
Non-maleficence for the child means that the pregnancy should 
be conducted in a way that guarantees the child’s health at birth. 
During pregnancy and after delivery, the child’s rights and 
safety must be upheld. The ethical principle of non-maleficence 
ensures that no surrogate suffers from physical, emotional, or 
psychological harm.

Justice: Ensuring equality and fairness is the goal of the 
justice principle, which, in the context of surrogacy, raises 
concerns about whether the practice is equitable for all parties 
involved. One significant issue is the possibility of economic 
inequality between the intended parents and the surrogate; in 
certain situations, commercial surrogacy may be viewed as 
exploitative, mainly if the surrogate is financially vulnerable 
and is not fairly compensated for the risks she accepts. Justice 
also entails making sure that surrogacy is available to those 
in need without discriminating against any group of people. 
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Should surrogacy be available to all individuals or couples, 
regardless of their background? How can we ensure fairness in 
the process? Justice also involves addressing children’s rights 
and ensuring they have the same legal protections as other 
children, irrespective of their conception.

2.1.5 Cloning
The process of making an exact duplicate of an organism 

or cell is called cloning (asexual reproduction). Reproductive 
and therapeutic cloning are the two primary forms of cloning. 
Therapeutic cloning focuses on producing embryos to harvest 
stem cells for medical applications, whereas reproductive 
cloning creates an organism that is a genetic duplicate of 
another. Cloning presents several ethical issues, even though it 
has enormous promise for use in industries including research, 
agriculture, and medicine. Important ethical concepts, including 
autonomy, dignity, the worth and sanctity of life, beneficence, 
non-maleficence, and justice, serve as the foundation for these 
issues. Let’s examine each of these ideas in light of cloning.

Autonomy: Autonomy is an important idea that means a 
person has the right to decide about their life and body. When 
it comes to cloning, autonomy means that people should have 
the freedom to decide if they want cloning to be done or not. 
This includes both therapeutic cloning, which means making 
embryos for stem cells, and reproductive cloning, which means 
creating a child through cloning. To make the best choice, people 
must have all the information about cloning, such as the benefits, 
risks, and possible outcomes. However, the issue of autonomy 
becomes more complicated when it comes to human cloning. 
For example, who should decide if a child should be cloned? 
Should society protect the child’s rights, or should parents be 
free to choose? The debate about autonomy in cloning also 
raises the question of whether cloning a child would take away 
their individuality. People worry that the cloned child might be 
seen as just a copy of someone else, not a unique person.

Dignity: Respecting each person’s dignity means treating 
them as a unique and valuable individual. There are concerns 
about whether cloning, especially reproductive cloning, could 
affect the clone’s dignity. A clone created through reproductive 
cloning is a genetic copy of another organism. Critics argue 
that if people see the clone as just a replica and not as their 
unique person, it could hurt the clone’s dignity. However, 
supporters of cloning believe that clones should be seen as 
unique individuals, just like anyone else. They should not be 
treated as less important just because they share the same genes 
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as another person. They argue that cloning itself doesn’t take 
away the clone’s dignity. This shows how cloning challenges 
our traditional ideas of what it means to be a person. While 
a clone can still have dignity if treated as an individual, their 
dignity might be harmed if society only sees them as a copy of 
someone else.

Value of life:The value of life principle says that all living 
things have value, no matter how they were created. This 
principle brings up important questions when we think about 
cloning, especially human cloning. Some people believe that 
clones, even though they are genetically the same as another 
person, should still be treated with the same respect and value 
as any other human. They argue that cloning doesn’t change the 
moral value of the clone because they are still a living human 
being. However, others are worried that cloning, especially 
reproductive cloning, might reduce the value of life. They 
fear that cloning could make a person feel less unique because 
they would be a copy of someone else instead of an individual 
with their own experiences and qualities. For example, cloning 
someone to replace a loved one who has passed away raises 
ethical questions about whether the clone would be seen as just 
a replacement or as a person with their rights and identity. These 
concerns bring up important issues about how we treat life and 
whether cloning takes away its actual value.

Sanctity of life: The sanctity of life is the belief that life, 
especially human life, is precious and should be protected. 
Some people oppose reproductive cloning because they believe 
it goes against this idea. They argue that cloning treats human 
life as something that can be changed or created in a lab for 
someone’s benefit, which they feel devalues life. In their view, 
cloning takes away the natural way people are born. On the 
other hand, some people believe cloning could help protect 
and improve life. They argue that cloning might give hope to 
people who are suffering, like those with genetic disorders or 
infertility. Cloning could allow them to have children or help 
with medical treatments using stem cells. From this perspective, 
cloning might not reduce the value of life but rather improve or 
preserve it. The main argument in the debate over cloning is 
whether it harms or helps the sanctity of life.

Beneficence: Beneficence is an ethical idea that encourages 
actions that help others and improve their well-being. When 
it comes to cloning, there are potential benefits, especially in 
areas like medicine and agriculture, that show beneficence in 
action. For example, therapeutic cloning could create stem cells 
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that might help treat diseases like diabetes, Parkinson’s disease, 
and spinal cord injuries. These stem cells could help grow new 
tissues for transplants or repair damaged organs, possibly saving 
lives and improving the quality of life for people with serious 
illnesses. In agriculture, cloning could create unique animal 
traits, like higher milk production or better disease resistance. 
This could help farmers improve crops and livestock, leading 
to increased food production. Even though cloning has these 
possible benefits, the principle of beneficence means that 
cloning should always be done to help people, not just to make 
money or fulfil selfish desires. It’s essential that cloning is done 
thoughtfully and with care for others’ welfare.

Non-maleficence: The principle of non-maleficence 
means “do no harm,” and it’s important when thinking about 
the ethics of cloning. Cloning can be risky, and many cloned 
animals, especially those made through reproductive cloning, 
have health problems like birth defects, deformities, and even 
early death. Clones created through a technique called somatic 
cell nuclear transfer (SCNT) are more likely to have defects 
than naturally conceived animals. Cloned animals might also 
age too quickly or have other health issues. The principle of 
non-maleficence says that scientists need to carefully think 
about these risks and make sure that cloning is only done if 
the benefits are worth than the potential harm. Ethical problems 
can arise when clones are used for experiments or exposed to 
health risks. This principle reminds us that the well-being of the 
clone should be considered, and cloning should not happen if it 
causes unnecessary pain or suffering.

Justice: Fairness and ensuring everyone has equal access to 
opportunities and resources are central to the justice principle. 
Justice in cloning raises questions about whether cloning 
technology will be accessible to all or only to those with the 
financial means. Cloning might only be available to those with 
more significant economic means if it becomes costly, leading 
to unequal access to reproductive technology. Ensuring the fair 
and equal treatment of cloned individuals is another aspect of 
justice. Clones should be treated with the same dignity and rights 
as non-cloned individuals. Because they were made by cloning, 
there is a fear that clones may not be granted the same privileges 
or be viewed as second-class citizens. The fairness principle 
also addresses the problem of unused embryos produced via 
therapeutic cloning. Should these embryos be used for study, 
saved for later use, or discarded? These decisions must be made 
sensibly to guarantee all cloning resources’ equitable and moral 
use.
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2.1.6 Stem cell therapy
A novel medical procedure called stem cell therapy 

replaces or repairs damaged body tissues and cells using stem 
cells. Because stem cells may differentiate into a wide range 
of cell types, they are unique. They can treat several illnesses, 
including blood disorders, spinal cord injuries, heart disease, and 
neurodegenerative diseases like Parkinson’s. Even though stem 
cell therapy has fantastic potential, several ethical issues should 
be considered appropriately. Essential ethical precepts such as 
autonomy, dignity, the value and sanctity of life, beneficence, 
non-maleficence, and justice serve as the foundation for these 
worries. Let’s examine these ideas in more detail and see how 
stem cell therapy fits into the picture.

Autonomy: One of the most significant ethical concepts in 
healthcare is the principle of autonomy. It implies that people 
are entitled to choices regarding their bodies and medical 
care. Patients should be allowed to choose whether or not to 
receive treatment in the context of stem cell therapy. Their 
comprehension of the possible advantages, dangers, and 
ambiguities associated with the course of therapy should serve 
as the foundation for the choice. Autonomy guarantees that 
patients contemplating stem cell therapy are well-informed 
about the process. This implies that patients must know the 
stem cells’ origin, including whether they are derived from 
adult or embryonic tissues and the treatment’s potential results. 
Informed consent is crucial in this process. Patients must be 
provided all the necessary information to make a decision that 
aligns with their values and preferences. Because it guarantees 
that patients have authority over their healthcare decisions, 
respecting patient autonomy is crucial to preserving faith in the 
healthcare system.

Dignity: Every human being has intrinsic worth and should 
be treated with respect, according to the principle of dignity. 
This idea holds for both the patients receiving treatment and 
the stem cell source in stem cell therapy. For patients, dignity 
is treating them as complete people rather than only as test 
subjects or therapeutic subjects. This entails treating patients 
with compassion and ensuring that the patient’s best interests 
are considered when administering therapy.

However, there are further ethical questions about the source 
of stem cells, especially when they come from embryos. Since 
the embryo is thought to be a potential human life, some contend 
that using embryonic stem cells for therapy could violate the 
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embryo’s dignity. These worries draw attention to the moral 
conundrum of balancing the embryo’s and the patient’s dignity 
while undergoing therapy. Research on ethical stem cells needs 
to be sensitive to the importance of the patient’s health as well 
as the stem cells’ source.

Value of life: The intrinsic value of every human life is 
the main emphasis of the value of life principle. This idea is 
relevant to stem cell therapy since the procedure frequently 
entails making difficult choices regarding whether the 
treatment’s possible advantages outweigh the need to destroy 
embryos to employ embryonic stem cells. Some people think 
embryos should be treated with respect as prospective human 
beings since they have inherent worth. This point of view holds 
that exploiting embryos for study or medical purposes could 
be interpreted as treating life like a commodity, which would 
diminish its value. However, proponents of stem cell therapy 
contend that the ability to help people with life-threatening 
conditions and enhance their quality of life is another valuable 
way of life. Treatments using stem cells, for example, have the 
potential to save lives or improve the health of people suffering 
from spinal injuries or Parkinson’s disease. Finding a balance 
between these opposing viewpoints respecting the worth of 
life at all stages while simultaneously promoting medical 
advancements that could prolong lives is the ethical problem.

Sanctity of life: According to the sanctity of life principle, 
life is precious and ought to be preserved. This concept is 
particularly crucial when thinking about the origin of stem cells. 
The creation, use, and destruction of embryos for research raise 
ethical questions if stem cells are obtained from embryos. Many 
people think that embryos should have the same moral rights as 
fully grown humans because human life begins at conception. 
According to this viewpoint, the therapeutic use of embryonic 
stem cells might violate the sanctity of life. There is ongoing 
discussion regarding whether the potential medical benefits of 
using embryonic stem cells outweigh the ethical concerns about 
the sanctity of life. On the other hand, some contend that stem 
cells derived from adult tissues, such as bone marrow or skin, 
do not involve the destruction of embryos and may be viewed 
as more ethically acceptable. These stem cells still have great 
potential for treating many diseases, but they do not raise the 
same ethical concerns about the sanctity of life.

Non-maleficence: The non-maleficence principle is “do no 
harm.” This principle stipulates that medical interventions must 
not injure patients in the context of stem cell therapy. Many 
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people may benefit from stem cell therapy, but there are risks 
involved as well, mainly because there are still a lot of stem cell 
treatments under investigation. For instance, there is a chance 
that the immune system will reject transplanted cells, that 
tumours will grow, or other adverse side effects could occur. It is 
necessary to properly evaluate and reduce these hazards before 
recommending therapy to patients. Also, the possible injury to 
the embryos from which the cells are derived presents ethical 
questions regarding the use of embryonic stem cells. According 
to non-maleficence, stem cell therapy must be appropriately 
investigated and evaluated to ensure that neither patients nor the 
research embryos are harmed. To reduce dangers, it is crucial to 
provide appropriate medical supervision and regulation.

Justice: Regarding stem cell therapy, the principle of justice 
focuses on equality and fairness in the distribution of resources 
and healthcare. It raises concerns about whether all people have 
equal access to these treatments because stem cell therapies, 
especially the most advanced ones, can be costly, which could 
lead to disparities in treatment access; those who can afford 
them may benefit from stem cell therapies while those from less 
privileged backgrounds may not. Justice also entails ensuring 
that research involving stem cells is conducted fairly and 
equitably; all participants in stem cell research must be treated 
with respect and fairness, and stem cells should not be taken 
from vulnerable populations without proper consent. Research 
on ethical stem cells must be carried out so that everyone, not 
just a chosen few, benefits. Furthermore, to ensure that no one 
is left behind because of social or financial constraints, stem 
cell therapies must be made accessible to individuals from all 
socioeconomic backgrounds.

2.1.7 Decision about life
We make daily decisions about what to do, where to go, 

and how to act; some are easy, like what to eat for lunch, while 
others are more difficult, like which career to pursue or how to 
treat people around us. Every decision we make affects who we 
become and where our lives go. When making big decisions, 
it’s often helpful to consider the consequences of our actions. 
For instance, if you decide to spend all of your time playing 
video games instead of studying for school, the result could be 
poor grades. However, if you choose to concentrate on your 
academics, you may achieve high grades and create prospects 
for the future. Every decision has a cause and effect. Thus, it’s 
crucial to consider potential outcomes before making a decision.
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Knowing what is right is one of the hardest things to do 
while making decisions in life. Everybody has personal values 
and beliefs that serve as a guide, but occasionally these ideals 
can clash. For instance, you may wish to assist a friend with 
problems, yet doing so may require breaking the rules at home 
or school. It’s beneficial in these circumstances to consider the 
broader picture and what your choice reflects about your values. 
You can feel more secure in your decisions based on your 
principles. In the end, the choices we make in life shape who 
we are. They impart valuable knowledge about accountability, 
repercussions, and personal development. Even when we make 
bad decisions, they can result in worthwhile experiences. The 
secret is to make deliberate judgments, considering their effects 
on ourselves and others, and learning from each to make better 
ones.
2.1.8 Suicide and Death

Suicide is the deliberate taking of one’s own life. It can 
occur when someone feels hopeless, depressed, or overwhelmed 
by pain and thinks there is no way out of their difficulties. 
People who are contemplating suicide frequently feel alone 
and unsupported. Suicide is not a solution to problems, and this 
must be understood. Although suicide may appear to be a way 
to avoid suffering, friends, family, and loved ones simply end 
up suffering more as a result. A person may believe that suicide 
is their only choice for a variety of reasons. Common causes 
include mental health conditions like loneliness, anxiety, and 
depression. Traumatic incidents like the death of a loved one, 
bullying, or issues at work can often make things feel intolerable. 
It’s critical to keep in mind that these emotions are temporary. 
People can find strategies to overcome their challenges and feel 
better with the help of friends, family, or experts.

In contrast, death is a regular aspect of life. It occurs when 
a person’s body quits functioning because of old age, disease, 
or trauma. Even though dying is a normal process, it can still be 
challenging to deal with, particularly if it comes as a shock or if 
a loved one dies. It’s common to experience sadness and grief 
after losing a loved one. When sadness overwhelms us, giving 
ourselves time to grieve and get support is critical. Although 
discussing death and suicide can be challenging, it is essential 
to have these discussions to learn coping mechanisms for loss 
and despair. It’s crucial to get help if you or someone you know 
is experiencing suicidal thoughts. Speaking with a therapist, 
counsellor, or trusted adult can significantly impact you. Even 
when it seems hopeless, individuals always want to help and 
care.
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2.1.9 Justice and Equity
Justice and equity are crucial ideas to ensure that everyone 

is treated equally and has equal opportunities in life. Whether 
rewards for good deeds or penalties for evil deeds, justice 
ensures that individuals receive what they are entitled to. It has 
to do with treating people fairly and the way society functions. 
For instance, justice dictates that those who violate the law 
should receive the appropriate penalty to maintain social 
equilibrium. Justice guarantees that everyone, regardless of 
identity, is treated equally under the law.

Conversely, equity focuses on ensuring that everyone has 
the resources necessary to achieve while yet being fair. Equity 
acknowledges that different people have different starting points. 
Equity would be demonstrated, for instance, if two students 
attempt to perform well in class, but one receives additional 
tutoring because they require more assistance. It differs from 
equality, which calls for treating everyone equally despite their 
various requirements. The goal of equity is to provide more 
help to those in need so that everyone has an equal opportunity 
to thrive.

Despite their similarities, justice and equality operate 
differently. The goal of justice is to maintain fairness in the legal 
system and other spheres of life by making sure that everyone 
abides by the same laws. However, equity emphasises reducing 
barriers and providing individuals with the resources to reach 
their objectives. Justice in the workplace, for instance, would 
entail treating every employee with dignity. In contrast, equity 
may entail providing extra assistance to workers who encounter 
difficulties, such as language obstacles or disabilities, so they 
can achieve on par with others. Building a just and inclusive 
society requires both equity and justice. People know that the 
rules are fair when justice is upheld, and everyone, regardless of 
background, has an equal opportunity to succeed when equity 
is implemented. By comprehending and putting both ideas into 
practice, we can build a society where everyone is respected 
and given a chance to realise their full potential.
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The concepts of euthanasia, abortion, IVF, surrogacy, cloning, and stem cell therapy 
all bring up important moral dilemmas that go against our values of human rights, life, 
and dignity. While abortion raises questions about a woman’s rights over her body 
versus the rights of the unborn child, euthanasia entails the tough decision to take a 
life to relieve suffering. In addition to giving people the chance to start families, IVF 
and surrogacy raise issues regarding the rights of embryos, surrogates, and the possible 
psychological effects on parents. Despite the potential for medical progress, cloning 
and stem cell therapy raise questions regarding human dignity, the worth of life, and the 
equitable treatment of those engaged.

The potential repercussions of our choices must be considered while making life 
decisions, such as choosing a career or how to treat others. These choices represent our 
values and beliefs and influence our destiny. Making life decisions frequently involves 
striking a balance between one’s rights, empathy, and respect for others; this is especially 
important when dealing with delicate subjects like suicide and death. Although losing 
a loved one or experiencing hopelessness can be highly distressing, it’s crucial to keep 
in mind that there are coping mechanisms and strategies to recover.

Justice and fairness are essential to guarantee that everyone is treated fairly and has 
equal chances. While equity recognises that not everyone starts from the same place 
and ensures everyone has the resources they need to achieve, justice ensures everyone 
receives what they deserve. These values are essential to have a just society where 
everyone can realise their full potential. Ultimately, making moral decisions entails 
balancing one’s preferences and significant social norms, ensuring everyone’s rights are 
upheld, and promoting everyone’s welfare.

Self-Assessment
1.	 What moral dilemmas arise when a woman’s autonomy and the fetus’s potential 

life are balanced?

2.	 When a patient requests euthanasia due to personal beliefs, how may medical 
personnel resolve ethical quandaries?

3.	 What moral questions about human dignity come up when cloning is involved?

4.	 In what ways does the beneficence principle inform the moral assessment of 
stem cell treatments?

5.	 Which non-maleficence-related ethical problems occur in surrogacy agree-
ments?

Summarized Overview
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1.	 Consider a real-life instance when a woman decides to get an abortion because 
of health concerns. Examine the moral issues about her autonomy and the doc-
tor’s obligation to treat her.

2.	 Discuss the moral dilemmas raised by using stem cell treatment to cure degener-
ative illnesses, with an emphasis on the beneficence principle.

3.	 Examine the moral implications of IVF accessibility, focusing on fairness.

4.	 Consider non-maleficence while evaluating the ethical issues surrounding surro-
gacy agreements.

5.	 Examine the moral consequences of human cloning and human dignity.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Learning Outcomes

UNIT 2
Issues in Medical Ethics

After completing this unit, the learners will be able to:

•	 have knowledge of Ethical Principles in Medical Decision-Making

•	 understand the Doctor-Patient Relationship and Its Advantages

•	 analyse Confidentiality and Its Role in Patients’ Lives

•	 examin Informed Consent and Its Pivotal Role in a Patient’s Life

Background 

The doctor-patient connection is crucial in the medical field since it is based on 
communication and trust. Patients are more willing to provide critical health information 
when they feel at ease with their physician, which aids the physician in making the optimal 
treatment options. Patients with a positive relationship with their doctor are more likely 
to heed their recommendations, improving their health. Additionally, confidentiality 
is essential since it guarantees that a patient’s private health information is protected 
and never disclosed without consent. Patients are more willing to be candid with their 
doctor when they have confidence that their information is secure. A doctor could lose 
the patient’s trust if they divulge personal information without permission. Informed 
consent is required to enable patients to make educated decisions regarding their care. 
To ensure the patient is fully aware of what will happen, doctors must thoroughly explain 
the dangers, advantages, and available surgery options. This guarantees that patients 
are treated in a way that they agree with and that they have authority over their own 
health decisions. These guidelines are crucial for defending patients’ rights and assisting 
medical professionals in giving the best treatment possible.

Keywords

Confidentiality, Doctor-patient relationship, Informed consent, Trust
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Discussion

2.2.1 Ethical Principles in Medical Decision 
Making

Applying ethical concepts is crucial in the doctor-patient 
relationship to guarantee that patients receive the best care 
possible while upholding their rights and dignity. Confidentiality 
is a fundamental moral value that requires physicians to 
maintain the privacy of their patients’ information. Anything 
a patient says about their personal life, health, or worries falls 
under this category. By fostering confidence between the 
patient and the physician, confidentiality enables the patient to 
feel at ease disclosing private information. Without anonymity, 
patients could be reluctant to share crucial information that 
could influence their course of treatment, resulting in less 
efficient care. Except in situations where there is a risk of harm 
to the patient or others, the principle of secrecy guarantees that 
patients’ privacy is always respected and maintained.

Informed consent is another crucial ethical rule in the 
doctor-patient relationship. This implies that physicians must 
fully inform patients of all pertinent information, including 
risks, advantages, and available options, before any treatment 
or surgery. The patient must comprehend all of the facts and 
voluntarily consent to the treatment without feeling under 
duress. Because it respects patients’ autonomy and enables them 
to make knowledgeable decisions about their health, informed 
consent is essential. Moreover, it guarantees that patients are 
informed of any possible dangers associated with their care. 
Confidentiality and informed consent work together to support 
patient rights, respect, and trust as the cornerstones of ethical 
medical practice.

2.2.2 Doctor-Patient Relationship
A key element of healthcare is the doctor-patient connect, 

the basis for efficient diagnosis, successful treatment, and 
satisfied patients. The paternalistic model of this interaction has 
given way to one that prioritises patient autonomy, teamwork, 
and shared decision-making over time. Patient outcomes are 
significantly impacted by this interaction’s ethical, emotional, 
and psychological facets, entwined with the clinical treatment 
given. Beyond identifying and treating ailments, this relationship 
entails empathy, communication, trust, and a common objective 
of enhancing the patient’s health. It is crucial to comprehend 
this dynamic since it influences interpersonal relationships 
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among all caregiving professions and serves as the foundation 
for medical procedures.

2.2.2.1 Historical Overview and Evolution of the 
Doctor-Patient Relationship

The doctor-patient interaction has historically been primarily 
paternalistic. In the past, doctors were respected for their skills 
and knowledge. Patients were viewed as passive care recipients 
because they believed doctors knew what was best for their 
health. In addition to treating the patient’s disease, the doctor’s 
job was to make decisions for them, even though the patient 
frequently had little to no say in the matter. The foundation 
of medical practice throughout the Middle Ages and the 
Early Modern Era was faith in the doctor’s authority. Medical 
professionals were tasked with providing cures based on their 
expertise and spiritual direction, and illness was frequently 
viewed as a form of divine retribution or fate. However, as 
society’s perspectives changed due to the Enlightenment, the 
medical community started to emphasise scientific knowledge, 
and the patient’s position started moving from passivity to 
involvement.

The 20th century saw the most significant change in the 
doctor-patient relationship as medical ethics, particularly 
autonomy, informed consent, and patient rights, became 
more widely recognised. The need for informed consent was 
highlighted by legal and ethical frameworks like the Nuremberg 
Code (1947) and the Declaration of Helsinki (1964), allowing 
patients to make healthcare decisions after fully knowing their 
illness and available treatments. The modern healthcare system 
was founded on informed consent and patient autonomy, 
encouraging cooperation between the patient and the physician. 
Today, partnership, not authority, is the foundation of the doctor-
patient relationship. This change promotes a more cooperative, 
courteous, and balanced relationship by giving patients a more 
significant say in their healthcare choices. Instead of acting as 
exclusive decision-makers, doctors are viewed as counsellors 
or advisors who assist patients in making decisions regarding 
their health.

The doctor-patient relationship is the interaction between a 
patient seeking treatment or guidance and a physician or other 
healthcare practitioner. The foundation of this connection is 
mutual understanding of the patient’s requirements, concerns, 
and objectives, as well as trust and communication. In this 
collaboration, the patient, frequently in a vulnerable state, is the 
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one seeking assistance, and the doctor is the expert who imparts 
medical knowledge. 

A positive doctor-patient connection can significantly 
impact the results of treatment. Patients are more likely to 
heed their counsel, provide crucial information, and feel more 
at ease throughout treatment when they have faith in their 
physicians. Confidentiality, empathy, and respect should form 
the foundation of this connection.

Trust is the foundation of any successful doctor-patient 
relationship. Patients who trust their doctors feel more 
comfortable sharing personal information. This which 
is essential for making an accurate diagnosis. Trust also 
encourages patients to follow medical advice and take prescribed 
treatments. Patients might withhold crucial details about their 
condition without trust, which could negatively affect their 
treatment. Doctors gain trust through professionalism, honesty, 
and compassion. Doctors must listen carefully to their patients, 
answer questions clearly, and be transparent about treatment 
options and potential risks. Similarly, patients should be open 
and honest with their doctors to receive the best care possible.

Effective communication is one of the most critical aspects 
of the doctor-patient relationship. Doctors need to communicate 
medical information in an understandable way to their patients. 
Medical terms and jargon can be confusing for someone 
not trained in healthcare, so doctors need to explain things 
clearly. On the other hand, patients need to communicate their 
symptoms, concerns, and feelings openly. Sometimes, people 
are afraid to share certain information with their doctors due to 
embarrassment or fear. However, it’s important to remember that 
doctors are trained to handle sensitive issues professionally, and 
withholding information can hinder the diagnosis and treatment 
process. Good communication also involves non-verbal cues. A 
doctor’s body language, tone of voice, and facial expressions 
can convey empathy and understanding, making patients feel 
more at ease.

While knowledge and expertise are vital, empathy 
and compassion set great doctors apart. Empathy involves 
understanding and sharing another person’s feelings, while 
compassion refers to the desire to help alleviate suffering. 
These qualities are critical in building a strong doctor-patient 
relationship. When doctors show empathy, patients feel 
supported and cared for. They are more likely to trust their doctor 
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and be motivated to take the necessary steps for their health. For 
example, when a doctor acknowledges a patient’s fears about a 
medical procedure or diagnosis, it helps to reduce anxiety and 
foster a sense of comfort. Compassionate care goes beyond 
just treating the illness. It involves considering the emotional, 
psychological, and social aspects of the patient’s well-being. 
A compassionate doctor takes the time to listen to the patient’s 
concerns, address their fears, and provide reassurance.

2.2.2.2 Key Principles of the Doctor-Patient 
Relationship

The doctor-patient relationship is guided by several crucial 
ethical principles that guarantee healthcare providers act in 
their patient’s best interests while upholding their rights and 
dignity. These principles aid in fostering trust, enhancing 
communication, and promoting better health outcomes.

Autonomy refers to the right of patients to make their 
own decisions regarding their health and body based on their 
values and beliefs. In the healthcare industry, autonomy is 
demonstrated through informed consent, in which patients are 
provided with clear and understandable information about their 
condition, treatment options, risks, and benefits so they can 
make treatment decisions. Patients’ choices must be respected 
by healthcare professionals, even if they deviate from the 
physician’s advice. Physicians must acknowledge that patients 
are free to accept or reject treatment based on their preferences, 
even while offering their best advice.

Beneficence: The concept of beneficence holds that medical 
professionals should behave in their patient’s best interests. 
This idea motivates medical professionals to provide care and 
treatments that enhance their patients’ health and well-being. 
It’s essential to understand the patient’s objectives, values, and 
preferences in addition to providing medical care. For instance, 
a physician must consider the patient’s emotional, social, and 
psychological well-being and the medical components of 
their sickness. Beneficence is the use of medical knowledge 
and expertise to help patients live healthier, happier lives by 
providing truly beneficial treatments.

Non-maleficence is the principle that physicians must refrain 
from harming their patients. It emphasises that physicians 
should always carefully weigh the risks of any medical 
procedure or treatment before recommending it, determining 
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whether the benefits outweigh any potential risks or side effects. 
Non-maleficence also entails avoiding unnecessary tests or 
treatments and ensuring every action is crucial for the patient’s 
health and well-being.

Justice in healthcare refers to equality and fairness; it 
guarantees that all patients receive the same treatment regardless 
of their socioeconomic status, gender, race, or background; in the 
doctor-patient relationship, this principle ensures that everyone 
has equal access to care; doctors must make decisions based 
on the patient’s best interests rather than their own prejudices 
or unfair judgments; and it involves ensuring that healthcare 
resources, such as medication, equipment, and doctors’ time, 
are distributed fairly. This is particularly crucial in situations 
where resources are scarce, such as in hospitals with a large 
patient population.

2.2.3 Confidentiality
A key tenet of healthcare is confidentiality, essential to 

making patients feel safe and confident in the medical system. 
It entails safeguarding the personal data that patients divulge 
while receiving medical treatment. This idea is crucial for 
preserving patient autonomy, or the freedom to make decisions 
about one’s health, as well as for building trust between 
patients and healthcare professionals. Patients are more likely 
to be candid and open about their health issues when they have 
confidence that their information will be kept private, which 
enables medical professionals to give the best care possible.

The duty of physicians, nurses, and other healthcare 
professionals to protect patients’ sensitive medical information 
is known as confidentiality in the healthcare sector. Any 
information a patient divulges when receiving medical care, 
such as their symptoms, diagnosis, treatment plans, and medical 
history, should be kept private and confidential. The primary 
goal of confidentiality is to guarantee that patients can freely 
discuss their health without fear of their information being 
shared with third parties without their permission. The ethical 
concept of autonomy, which stresses a patient’s freedom to 
decide about their body and treatment, is linked to confidentiality 
in the healthcare industry. This privilege is safeguarded by the 
secrecy principle, which ensures that private information stays 
that way unless the patient decides to divulge it. The doctor-
patient relationship is based on this respect for privacy.

Because it fosters confidence between patients and 
healthcare professionals, confidentiality is essential. Patients 
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are more inclined to be candid about their symptoms, way 
of life, and medical history when they have confidence that 
their private information won’t be disclosed without consent. 
This enables medical professionals to identify patients more 
accurately and develop successful treatment regimens. 
Patients may withhold crucial information if confidentiality is 
compromised because of concern that it might be disclosed to 
third parties. This may potentially jeopardise the patient’s health 
and make it more difficult for the healthcare professional to 
treat them appropriately. For instance, the doctor may overlook 
vital information that could influence treatment choices if a 
patient withholds information about their history of smoking 
or alcohol consumption out of concern that it will be disclosed 
to family members or employers. Furthermore, patients are 
more inclined to seek care when they need it if they believe 
their information is being protected. Better health outcomes 
and early identification of health issues may result from this. 
In general, secrecy fosters an atmosphere in which patients can 
obtain the best care possible without worrying about criticism 
or unwelcome personal information exposure.

Despite the importance of secrecy, there are several 
circumstances in which healthcare providers are permitted and 
even obliged to violate it. These exclusions are typically granted 
when the patient or others could be harmed. For instance:

Mental Health Issues: To protect a patient who has a 
serious mental illness and poses a risk of hurting themselves or 
others, medical professionals may need to disclose information 
to family members or law enforcement. In certain situations, a 
healthcare professional may have an obligation to alert others if 
a patient exhibits suicidal thoughts to avert harm.

Infectious Diseases: A healthcare professional may be 
required to notify public health authorities or other individuals 
who may be at risk if a patient has a contagious disease, such 
as tuberculosis or a sexually transmitted infection (STI), and 
is likely to spread it to others. This is crucial for maintaining 
public health and stopping the spread of illness.

Abuse or Neglect: Healthcare professionals are obligated 
to notify the authorities if they suspect that a patient, especially 
a child or an elderly person, is being abused or neglected. The 
vulnerable person is shielded from more harm by doing this.

In these situations, medical professionals must carefully 
consider balancing the duty to prevent injury and the obligation 
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to preserve the patient’s privacy. This can be difficult since 
doctors and nurses must respect the patient’s privacy while 
simultaneously meeting their duty to protect the health and 
safety of the patient and others. Healthcare staff must be trained 
to handle such circumstances cautiously and in compliance 
with ethical and regulatory requirements.

It is not only medical professionals who have a duty to 
maintain confidentiality. Patient information must also be kept 
confidential by all healthcare professionals involved in the 
patient’s treatment, including nurses, technicians, pharmacists, 
and administrative personnel. This guarantees that private 
information is only disclosed to those who require it to deliver 
quality care. For instance, a nurse caring for a patient has access 
to the patient’s medical records and is required to keep them 
confidential.

A patient’s care may involve several professions in 
larger healthcare systems. For example, a patient may see 
a pharmacist, a physical therapist, a specialist, and a general 
practitioner, all of whom require access to the patient’s medical 
records. Only the experts involved in delivering treatment 
should have access to patient information in these situations, 
and only pertinent information should be given. This permits 
the most effective care to be provided while maintaining the 
patient’s privacy. Healthcare providers also need to exercise 
caution when sharing and storing patient data. Many healthcare 
systems now maintain medical records electronically, thanks 
to modern technology. This implies that patient data must be 
safeguarded in both digital and physical records. To avoid data 
breaches or unwanted access, electronic health records (EHRs) 
must be securely kept and protected.

2.2.3.1 Relationship between Informed Consent 
and Confidentiality

Informed consent, the process by which patients are 
educated about their treatment options and willingly consent 
to a specific therapy, is strongly related to confidentiality. 
Patients are more inclined to be forthright and honest about 
their health issues when assured that their information will be 
kept confidential. Patients can take a more active role in their 
care, which results in better decision-making. Patients may 
withhold crucial information, such as their medical history, 
lifestyle choices, or treatment-related worries if they believe 
their privacy is jeopardised. Healthcare providers may not give 
the finest care possible due to this lack of openness. Patients are 
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better equipped to decide on their course of treatment when they 
know their private information is secure. This sense of security 
promotes a healthy doctor-patient relationship and motivates 
patients to participate in their healthcare actively.

Protecting electronic health records (EHRs) is one of the 
secrecy issues facing modern healthcare. Strong security 
measures must be put in place by healthcare institutions to 
safeguard patient data as the industry grows increasingly digital. 
Significant privacy breaches can result from unauthorised 
access to patient data, whether caused by hackers or negligent 
data handling. To prevent sensitive data from being lost or 
stolen, healthcare providers need to invest in cybersecurity. 
This entails encrypting digital records, ensuring patient data 
is only accessible by authorised individuals, and routinely 
upgrading security systems to stay abreast of emerging risks. 
Healthcare providers must also teach their employees how 
to manage patient data securely. Employees should receive 
training on adhering to privacy regulations in their daily work 
and the moral and legal obligations of secrecy.

Patients may occasionally ask for family members, carers, 
or other individuals to have access to their medical records. 
Healthcare professionals must honour patients’ requests if 
they consent to share their information. However, healthcare 
professionals must also ensure that disclosing the information 
does not contravene any legal or moral requirements. The 
healthcare provider must verify that the patient has provided 
informed consent for the disclosure; for instance, if the patient 
asks their family to be told about their medical condition. 
Healthcare professionals must obtain permission from a legal 
guardian or agent if the patient is a minor or incapable of 
making decisions while still upholding the patient’s right to 
privacy. Healthcare professionals must carefully assess who 
has the legal right to make decisions on behalf of patients 
who are incapable of communicating or making decisions for 
themselves, for example, in cases of severe mental illness or 
unconsciousness. Also, they must ensure that the patient’s right 
to privacy is nevertheless upheld to the greatest extent feasible.

2.2.4 Informed consent in healthcare
A fundamental component of medical ethics, informed 

consent is essential to the interaction between patients and 
healthcare professionals. The procedure gives patients all the 
information they need to make decisions about their healthcare, 
including details on their disease and available treatments. 
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Respecting patients’ autonomy, that is, their freedom to make 
decisions regarding their health, is the primary objective of 
informed consent. Because it prevents patients from being 
coerced into decisions or treatments they don’t comprehend, 
informed consent is crucial. Instead, it enables patients to make 
choices based on thoroughly comprehending the situation, 
the possible consequences, and how it may impact them. This 
procedure fosters confidence between patients and healthcare 
professionals while also defending patients’ rights.

2.2.4.1 The Principle of Autonomy and Informed 
Consent

The ethical concept of autonomy is closely related to 
informed consent. Autonomous people are entitled to make 
decisions about their lives, including their health. This implies 
that no one, not even their doctors, should be able to influence 
patients’ decisions regarding their medical treatment. Ensuring 
patients are aware of their options and the possible hazards 
associated with each treatment is the healthcare professional’s 
responsibility. A patient is making a decision based on their values 
and preferences when they are aware of the risks, advantages, 
and possible treatment results. This is what informed consent is 
all about. It is a method to guarantee that patients are entirely 
involved in their healthcare decisions, not just a legally binding 
signed document.

Patients must be provided with unambiguous and 
understandable information for informed consent to reflect 
autonomy accurately. This implies that physicians should 
refrain from employing complex terminology or medical 
jargon. Based on the patient’s education, culture, and degree of 
understanding, they should instead explain things in a way they 
can comprehend. Regarding healthcare, autonomy means that 
patients are not coerced into choosing a course of action that 
does not conflict with their values and preferences.

2.2.4.2 The Process of Informed Consent
A few crucial phases in obtaining informed consent ensure 

that the patient is fully educated and capable of making their 
own decisions. These steps include information disclosure, 
understand the relevent knowledge, decision-making 
voluntariness, and decision-making ability.
a.	Disclosure of Information: Ensuring the patient has all the 

information they want is the first step in obtaining informed 

•	 Respecting patients’ 
autonomy is the 
primary objective of 
informed consent

•	 Autonomy is closely 
related to informed 
consent

•	 Informed consent 
needs clear 
information so 
patients can decide 
freely SG

O
U



62 SGOU - SLM - MA PHILOSOPHY -Applied Ethics 

consent. The physician should explain the patient’s illness, the 
various treatment options, and the advantages and disadvantag-
es of each. The physician should also discuss alternatives to the 
suggested course of treatment, such as forgoing treatment alto-
gether. The data must be impartial, comprehensive, and easy to 
understand. This implies the doctor shouldn’t omit crucial infor-
mation, even if specific hazards are unpleasant or unclear. Giv-
ing patients a thorough grasp of their circumstances will enable 
them to make an informed decision. The doctor must also make 
the material easy for the patient to understand. If the patient 
has trouble understanding medical terminology, this can entail 
employing plain language or visual assistance. To make sure 
the material is suitably personalised, the doctor should also take 
the patient’s education and cultural background into account.

b.	Comprehension: Giving patients information is insuffi-
cient; they must also comprehend it. Patients may occasion-
ally feel overloaded or perplexed by the medical information 
provided to them. The medical professional must ensure the 
patient understands the information in these situations. Ask-
ing the patient to restate the available therapy options in their 
own words is one way to accomplish this. The patient has 
demonstrated understanding if they can clearly describe the 
material. More straightforward language, visual aids, or even 
a translator if there is a language barrier should be used by the 
healthcare provider if the patient has difficulty understand-
ing. Before making any judgements, the healthcare provider 
should ensure that the patient understands all the information.

c.	 Voluntariness: Being voluntary indicates that the patient 
chooses voluntarily, free from outside pressure or compulsion. 
The patient must believe they are free to choose whether or not 
to receive the treatment without worrying about the repercus-
sions. For instance, permission is no longer valid if a patient 
is coerced into accepting a treatment by a physician or family 
member. Because it guarantees that the patient’s choice is gen-
uinely their own, voluntariness is a crucial component of auton-
omy. Patients might not be choosing what is in line with their 
values or views if they feel pressured into making a decision.

d.	Capacity: It is the last component of informed consent 
and requires the patient to comprehend the information and 
decide. This is particularly crucial in cases where a patient’s 
age, disease, or mental health issues may prevent them from 
understanding. For instance, a parent or guardian must consent 
on behalf of a young child who might not fully understand the 
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implications of a medical operation. In a similar vein, a legal 
guardian or someone acting in the patient’s best interests may 
need to decide if an adult is unconscious or mentally ill. An 
intellectually competent patient can make decisions for them-
selves, but if their comprehension is impaired, someone must be 
found to decide for them. This is crucial to guarantee that choic-
es are made with the patient’s best interests and rights in mind.

2.2.5 Ethical Challenges in Informed 
Consent

A crucial component of medical ethics is informed consent. 
It implies that patients should be aware of and consent to the 
procedures or treatments they undergo. However, there are 
several circumstances in which obtaining informed consent 
can be challenging. Obtaining appropriate patient consent 
presents several difficulties for physicians and other healthcare 
professionals. These difficulties include the intricacy of medical 
information, linguistic barriers, cultural differences, and a 
patient’s capacity for decision-making. We should be aware of 
the following primary ethical issues with informed consent:

2.2.5.1 Vulnerability and Capacity
The ability of the Patient to Make Decisions: Patients may 

lack the capacity to make healthcare decisions. This can be 
due to their age, mental health issues, or difficulty thinking 
effectively. In certain situations, the patient may need to have 
decisions made for them by a family member or legal guardian. 
However, the person making the choice must act in the patient’s 
best interests rather than their own.

Emergencies: The doctor might not obtain the patient’s 
consent in an emergency, such as when the patient needs 
surgery immediately following an automobile accident. In this 
situation, the doctor has to take immediate action, even without 
the patient’s consent, to save their life. The doctor will explain 
the treatment to the patient after they are stabilised. This presents 
an ethical dilemma: how to respond quickly for the patient’s 
benefit while honouring their right to consent to treatment.

2.2.5.2 Complexity of Medical Information
Recognising the Benefits and Dangers: Certain medical 

procedures, particularly clinical trials or experimental ones, 
have unknown dangers. In order for patients to make an 
informed choice, doctors must warn them of these dangers. 
However, the patient may occasionally find the information too 
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complicated to comprehend completely. Although doctors must 
explain things in a way that patients can understand, it is more 
complex if the hazards are not apparent. Patients may be unable 
to make an informed choice if they are unaware of the hazards, 
which presents an ethical dilemma.

Honesty & Transparency: Even if some of the hazards 
associated with a treatment are unknown, doctors must 
be forthright and honest about them. This is particularly 
challenging in cases where the treatment’s outcome is unclear, 
like in experimental therapies. It is challenging to make sure the 
patient is aware of the potential benefits and drawbacks so they 
may make an informed decision.

2.2.5.3 Cultural Sensitivity and Language Barriers
Cultural Differences: In certain cultures, the family or 

community, not the patient, makes healthcare decisions. Because 
of this, doctors may find it challenging to obtain the patient’s 
consent immediately. The ethical dilemma is respecting the 
patient’s culture while ensuring their autonomy to choose is 
respected.

Language Barriers: Patients may find it difficult to 
comprehend information if they and the healthcare professional 
speak different languages. Language barriers can make it 
challenging for patients to grasp what they consent to, even 
though it is crucial. It might be difficult to ensure that the 
patient truly understands what is being explained, even with the 
assistance of translators or translated papers.

2.2.6 The Role of Informed Consent in the 
Patient-Doctor Relationship

Building a solid, trustworthy connection between patients 
and physicians is just as important as adhering to legal criteria 
regarding informed consent. Physicians respect patients’ 
autonomy and dignity when they take the time to explain 
treatment alternatives, risks, and benefits. Patients benefit from 
this process by feeling appreciated and empowered to make 
healthcare decisions. Because it allows patients to take charge 
of their health, a well-implemented informed consent procedure 
can enhance patient satisfaction and treatment results. Patients 
are more likely to adhere to a treatment plan and feel secure when 
they get the rationale behind the recommendation. Additionally, 
informed consent increases public confidence in the medical 
system. Patients are more likely to return for follow-up care 
and refer others to the doctor if they receive respectful, well-
informed treatment.
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Summarized Overview
In the medical field, the doctor-patient interaction is crucial. It is based on moral 

values, effective communication, and trust. Two essential components of this partnership 
are informed consent and confidentiality. Patients can confidently share private health 
information when confidentiality is maintained because they know it will remain 
confidential. Before any treatment is administered, patients must be informed about their 
alternatives and provide their consent. The doctor-patient relationship has evolved from 
one in which doctors make all decisions to one in which patients participate in making 
decisions regarding their health.

Significant ethical principles govern healthcare. Autonomous patients can make choices 
regarding their health. Physicians who are benevolent should act in the best interests of 
their patients. To be non-maleficent, physicians must refrain from harming. Justice entails 
treating every patient equally and fairly. These guidelines assist medical professionals in 
making the best decisions for their patients and guarantee that they receive equitable and 
efficient treatment.

In the medical field, informed consent and confidentiality are both crucial. To maintain 
confidentiality, healthcare practitioners must safeguard patients’ private health information 
and only divulge it to those who require it to deliver treatment. By fostering trust, patients 
can reveal private information that enables physicians to provide the best care possible. 
For patients to make educated decisions regarding their care, doctors must inform them 
about the risks, advantages, and options for various therapies. These guidelines support 
trust and the best possible healthcare results while upholding patient rights.

Self-Assessment
1.	 Why must a patient comprehend a treatment’s advantages and disadvantages 

before consenting to it?

2.	 How may a patient’s health outcomes be enhanced by a doctor-patient relation-
ship based on effective communication?

3.	 Why does confidentiality matter in the medical field?

Assignments
1.	 Consider yourself a physician. How would you gain a new patient’s trust?

2.	 Describe a situation where patient privacy could be jeopardised. To preserve trust, 
how would you respond to this circumstance?

3.	 Compose a report on the informed consent procedure. Describe how physicians 
should educate patients on the risks, advantages, and available options before un-
dergoing a procedure or therapy.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Learning Outcomes

UNIT 1
Information Ethics

After completing this unit, the learner will be able to:

•	 understand and explain the ethical principles involved in the creation, collection, 

storage, analysis, processing, dissemination, and use of information

•	 evaluate ethical issues related to intellectual and cultural property

•	 analyse the importance of freedom of expression in information ethics and identify 

its ethical limits in digital and social contexts

•	 assess the ethical dimensions of access to information

Background 

We are living in an era where technological advancements increasingly shape every 
aspect of human life, from communication and education to commerce and governance. 
The emergence of personal computers, the internet, and mobile technologies has 
transformed how information is accessed, shared, and utilised. While these developments 
offer numerous benefits, they also give rise to complex ethical questions concerning 
privacy, security, equity, and human rights. The rapid integration of information and 
communication technologies into everyday life has not only created new opportunities but 
has also contributed to widening social and economic divisions between those with access 
to digital resources and those without. As such, the ethical implications of technology can 
no longer be viewed as the concern of computer professionals or policymakers alone. This 
unit on ‘Information Ethics’ seeks to engage in critical reflection on the moral and social 
dimensions of digital technologies. It emphasises the importance of understanding how 
these technologies influence society and individuals. By exploring the ethical dilemmas 
and responsibilities that arise in the Information Age, we are encouraged to participate 
thoughtfully and responsibly in shaping the digital world.
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Discussion

The study of information ethics involves understanding the 
moral issues related to every stage in the life of information, 
from its creation and collection to its storage, analysis, sharing, 
and use. In today’s digital world, where large amounts of 
data move through connected systems and affect people and 
communities in many ways, it is important to think carefully 
about how information is handled. The discussion in this unit 
helps learners to explore the ethical questions that arise at each 
stage of the information process. It encourages reflection on 
the roles and responsibilities of different people involved, the 
possible harms that may occur, and the principles that can guide 
ethical decisions. Through these tasks, we can build a clear 
understanding of key ideas in information ethics and practical 
skills for using information responsibly in real-life settings.

3.1.1 Ethics of Information: Creation, Col-
lection and Storage

Information creation marks the beginning of the 
information lifecycle, where data, knowledge, and content are 
produced through human or automated processes. The ethics 
of information creation centre on the moral responsibilities 
involved in generating new information, particularly concerning 
truthfulness, authenticity, and integrity. This discussion begins 
by examining the responsibilities of information creators, 
analysing how their intentions, methods, and contexts influence 
ethical outcomes. It also draws on philosophical concepts 
such as truth, authenticity, and representation to question 
the obligations creators have regarding the accuracy and 
consequences of the information they produce. Building on 
this foundation, the analysis of misinformation cases provides 
a practical examination of ethical concerns by investigating 
real-world instances where deliberately false or misleading 
information has caused harm. It explores the motivations behind 
these actions, the methods used to spread misinformation, and 
the ethical boundaries that were violated. The analysis identifies 
the principles compromised and recommends safeguards to 
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prevent similar ethical breaches in the future. These insights 
are then integrated into a structured ethical framework for 
responsible information creation, outlining key principles, 
practical guidelines, and verification mechanisms for ethical 
compliance. The framework is further contextualised through 
its application in areas such as journalism, scientific research, 
and social media content creation.

In the process of collecting information, ethical questions 
concerning consent, privacy, and power dynamics become 
important. This focuses on how information is gathered from 
or about individuals and groups, emphasising the moral 
implications of various collection methods. The consent analysis 
section explores the concept of consent within the context of 
information collection. It will involve comparing different 
consent models explicit, implicit, informed, and presumed 
while analysing how each model functions in practice and the 
ethical consequences associated with each approach. Those 
who collect consent should develop criteria for ethically valid 
consent, taking into account factors such as comprehension, 
voluntariness, specificity, and the ability to revoke consent.

The privacy impact assessment task introduces a clear 
way to examine privacy risks before collecting information. 
It involves identifying possible risks, checking how serious 
they are, and finding ways to reduce or manage them. This is 
done by applying the assessment to a real-life example to show 
how privacy can be protected from the beginning. The power 
dynamics analysis looks at how differences in power affect the 
fairness of collecting information. It studies situations where 
one group may have more control than another, such as between 
employers and workers or researchers and participants, and 
how this can affect consent or lead to misuse. It also suggests 
ways to protect people who may be more at risk. The collection 
methods evaluation compares different ways of collecting 
information, like using surveys, interviews, surveillance, or 
digital tracking, and checks if they are fair, necessary, and clear. 
It ends with suggestions for the best and most ethical ways to 
collect information in different situations.

Once information has been created and collected, it must 
be stored, raising ethical questions about security, retention, 
and digital preservation. The security ethics analysis prompts 
examination of security practices not merely as technical 
requirements but as ethical imperatives. Ethical security protects 
important values like privacy, confidentiality, and information 
integrity. The analysis should address tensions between security 
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and other values, such as accessibility and usability, exploring 
how these competing concerns can be ethically balanced. In 
parallel, the development of a retention policy introduces further 
ethical responsibilities. It involves establishing guidelines 
for how long different types of information should be kept. 
This requires considering the necessity of retaining certain 
information, ensuring that retention periods are proportional to 
legitimate needs, and setting clear expiration dates for various 
kinds of data. The policy should also outline procedures for 
managing information over time, including aging, archiving, 
and deletion, in ways that protect privacy while supporting 
operational and historical requirements. The data breach 
response case study examines a real incident from an ethical 
perspective, looking beyond technical details to assess the 
organisation’s communication, remediation, and accountability 
efforts. This analysis evaluates whether the response showed 
appropriate care for those affected and met ethical standards for 
transparency and harm reduction. It also involves developing an 
ethical framework for responding to data breaches that covers 
notification, remediation, and prevention.

3.1.2 Ethics of Information Analysis and 
Processing

Information analysis involves deriving meaning, patterns, 
and insights from data, which raises ethical questions related to 
bias, interpretation, and research integrity. This process explores 
the moral dimensions of analytical practices. The algorithmic 
bias analysis section encourages an investigation into how biases 
can manifest in algorithmic information analysis. It examines 
how algorithms may perpetuate or amplify existing societal 
biases through their design, training data, or implementation 
contexts. This analysis should include a detailed examination 
of a specific algorithm or analytical approach, identifying 
potential sources of bias and proposing methods for detection 
and mitigation.

Building on these concerns, the research ethics application 
task challenges us to translate traditional ethical principles such 
as beneficence, non-maleficence, justice, and autonomy into 
the context of modern information analysis. It is essential to 
explore how these principles apply to analytical practices such 
as data mining, pattern recognition, and predictive modelling. 
The analysis should develop specific guidelines for ethical 
information analysis in research contexts, addressing issues of 
informed consent, privacy protection, benefit-risk assessment, 
and equitable treatment. The interpretation ethics section 
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examines the moral dimensions of how analytical results are 
interpreted and communicated. It focuses on the responsibilities 
of analysts in presenting multiple possible interpretations of 
their findings, acknowledging limitations, and communicating 
uncertainty. This analysis should develop frameworks for 
transparent communication of analytical limitations, ensuring 
that consumers of analytical results can appropriately 
contextualise and weigh the conclusions.

As analytical practices scale up in the era of big data, 
these ethical considerations become even more complex. 
The ethics of big data analysis task explores specific ethical 
challenges that arise when analysis occurs at scale. It addresses 
issues such as consent in secondary analysis, the risk of re-
identification in supposedly anonymised datasets, and ethical 
questions surrounding unintended discoveries. The analysis 
should propose ethical guidelines specific to big data research 
and analytics, balancing the potential for innovation against 
concerns related to privacy and autonomy.

These concerns naturally extend into the ethics of information 
processing itself, where data is aggregated, classified, and 
computed to generate new forms of knowledge. Information 
processing involves transforming information through 
aggregation, classification, and computation, raising ethical 
questions related to fidelity, automation, and transparency. The 
transformation ethics section encourages an analysis of what 
occurs when information changes form or context. It examines 
issues of fidelity (whether the transformed information retains 
the essential meaning of the original), context preservation 
(whether important contextual elements are maintained), and 
representation accuracy (whether the transformation introduces 
distortions). This analysis should develop guidelines for ethical 
information transformation that uphold integrity while allowing 
for necessary changes in form.

Building on these concerns, further ethical challenges arise 
when automation is introduced into information processing. 
The automation impact assessment task highlights the need 
to evaluate the consequences of removing human judgment 
from information processing. It is important to analyse how 
automation affects human agency, understanding, and decision-
making authority, particularly in cases where automated 
processing has resulted in ethically problematic outcomes. The 
analysis should propose frameworks for human-in-the-loop 
processing that maintain ethical responsibility while leveraging 
the benefits of automation. The processing transparency 

•	 Ethical challenges 
in large-scale data 
analysis

•	 Ethical concerns 
in transforming 
information 
accurately

•	 Ethical challenges 
of automation and 
transparency

SG
O
U



74 SGOU - SLM - MA PHILOSOPHY -Applied Ethics 

framework section guides the development of approaches 
for clearly communicating how information is processed. It 
addresses questions of algorithmic transparency, processing 
documentation, and stakeholder understanding. The framework 
should include methods for conveying complex processing 
to non-technical audiences, ensuring that those affected by 
processing systems can comprehend how their information 
is being transformed. To contextualise these concerns, the 
processing failure case study invites analysis of real-world 
incidents in which information processing caused harm. This 
task requires identifying ethical lapses not only in the technical 
aspects of processing but also in oversight, accountability, 
and communication. The analysis should result in actionable 
recommendations for ethical safeguards and preventative 
mechanisms, reinforcing the importance of responsible 
automation and transparent practices in information systems.

3.1.3 Ethics of Information Dissemination 
and Use 

Information dissemination involves sharing information 
with others through publication, distribution, or communication, 
raising ethical questions related to access, audience, and 
platform responsibility. This process explores the moral 
dimensions of how information reaches potential users. The 
access ethics analysis section encourages an examination of 
who can access information and under what conditions. It 
discusses the tensions between open access ideals, commercial 
paywalls, and digital divides that create inequities in information 
access. This analysis should develop an ethical framework for 
equitable information access, addressing issues such as cost, 
technology requirements, language barriers, and accessibility 
for individuals with disabilities.

In the information dissemination phase, the audience 
consideration framework task involves developing a systematic 
approach to ethical audience analysis prior to dissemination. 
This framework should include guidelines for responsible 
audience segmentation and targeting that respect audience 
autonomy while preventing foreseeable harms. The platform 
responsibility analysis section examines the ethical obligations 
of entities that facilitate information flows, such as social media 
platforms, publishers, and broadcasters. It is essential to analyse 
the complex balance between values of free expression and 
responsibilities for harm prevention. The analysis should propose 
ethical guidelines for platform governance of information flows, 
addressing issues such as content moderation, amplification 
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algorithms, and transparency in distribution decisions.

Information dissemination also includes the analysis of viral 
misinformation case studies where false information spread 
quickly through digital networks. This discussion explores the 
ethical issues that arise at different stages of the dissemination 
process, highlighting the roles and responsibilities of both 
individuals and institutions. It examines how ethical lapses 
contribute to the spread of misinformation and encourages 
the development of strategies to manage such situations 
responsibly. The aim is to propose mechanisms that support the 
spread of accurate and helpful information while reducing the 
harm caused by false or misleading content.

These concerns surrounding the dissemination of information 
naturally extend to its end use. Information use refers to the 
application of information to achieve specific purposes and 
represents the culmination of the information lifecycle. This 
assignment explores the moral dimensions of how information 
ultimately serves human ends. The decision-making ethics 
section encourages an analysis of how information should 
ethically inform decisions that impact individuals and groups. 
This discussion will cover questions of context appropriateness, 
relevance determination, and proportional influence. The 
analysis should develop guidelines for ethical information use 
in critical decision-making, addressing issues of transparency, 
explainability, and contestability when information drives 
significant outcomes. Another important concern is the 
secondary use of information, where data collected for one 
purpose is later repurposed for another. This analysis will 
explore concepts such as purpose limitation, compatibility 
assessment, and reasonable expectations to determine when 
secondary uses are ethically justified. An ethical framework 
for evaluating potential secondary uses should be proposed, 
addressing questions of consent, transparency, and benefit-risk 
assessment.

Ethics of information use also analyses the relationship 
between information use and power, especially in situations 
where access to information or the ability to analyse it can 
create unequal advantages. This includes understanding how 
such advantages may affect fairness and control in society. The 
goal is to develop ethical guidelines that promote fair access 
and responsible use of information, ensuring that benefits are 
shared rather than concentrated in the hands of a few.
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3.1.4 Case Study Analysis 
This ethical analysis integrates across the entire information 

lifecycle by examining complex scenarios that span multiple 
stages, from creation to use. One such scenario is addressed in 
the healthcare information ethics case study, which explores the 
specific ethical challenges involved in managing sensitive health 
information. By focusing on healthcare, the case study illustrates 
how ethical issues emerge and interconnect at every stage of 
the lifecycle, beginning with the creation of health records, 
continuing through storage, processing, and dissemination, 
and culminating in their use in clinical decision-making. The 
sensitivity of health data demands not only strict adherence to 
general ethical principles but also alignment with specialised 
ethical standards in the healthcare domain. The analysis should 
therefore propose integrated, lifecycle-based ethical solutions 
that ensure respect for patient privacy, data integrity, informed 
consent, and responsible use, while accounting for the high 
stakes and vulnerabilities present in healthcare contexts.

Similar lifecycle-spanning ethical concerns arise in other 
domains where information plays a central role. The social 
media ethics case study challenges an examination of the 
complex ethical landscape of platforms that facilitate user-
generated content and social connections. It highlights the 
tensions between business models based on engagement and 
data collection, user interests in expression and connection, 
and societal impacts such as polarisation and the spread of 
misinformation. The analysis should develop recommendations 
for ethically sound social media information practices that 
balance these competing concerns. These ethical tensions in 
social media are part of a broader set of challenges that emerge 
in various institutional contexts where large-scale information 
collection and use occur. For instance, the government 
surveillance ethics analysis section investigates the unique 
ethical considerations that arise when state entities collect and 
use information about citizens. This analysis should develop 
frameworks for ethical government information practices that 
uphold democratic values while allowing for legitimate security 
functions. The corporate data ethics case study invites an 
examination of how businesses manage customer information 
throughout the lifecycle. The analysis should propose ethical 
guidelines for corporate information management that respect 
stakeholder interests while enabling sustainable business 
models.
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3.1.5 Ethical Frameworks for Information 
Management 

This exploration focuses on how different ethical 
traditions can provide frameworks for consistently addressing 
information ethics challenges across the lifecycle. One such 
tradition is called utilitarianism, which is based on the idea that 
the right thing to do is whatever brings the most overall good. 
The utilitarian framework asks us to look at the results of our 
actions and choose the ones that create the most benefits and 
the least harm. When applying this to information, we should 
think about how our actions affect different people, both now 
and in the future. It is also important to find ways to measure 
and compare these effects. While this approach helps in making 
decisions that benefit many people, it can sometimes ignore the 
rights or dignity of individuals. So, it is useful but also has some 
limits, which should be clearly understood.

Along with the utilitarian approach, there are other important 
ways to think about ethics in handling information. One of these 
is the rights-based framework, which is based on the idea that 
every person has certain basic rights, such as the right to privacy, 
access to information, and personal freedom. This approach 
focuses on what people are entitled to, no matter what the 
outcomes are. It also explains the responsibilities that those who 
handle information have to protect these rights. This framework 
helps us think about how to respect rights at every stage of the 
information lifecycle and how to deal with situations when 
rights might come into conflict. Another important approach 
is virtue ethics. This method focuses on the kind of person 
someone should be, rather than only on rules or results. In the 
context of information, it highlights personal qualities or virtues 
like honesty, fairness, respect, and careful thinking. A person or 
organisation that develops these good qualities is more likely 
to act ethically when handling information. This framework 
also encourages creating environments where these virtues can 
grow both in individuals and in the workplace. Together, these 
different approaches help build a fuller understanding of how to 
make ethical decisions in the world of information.

3.1.5.1 Key Principles for Ethical Information 
Management 

Jurisdictional Awareness: Organisations should be aware 
of and comply with the legal requirements of each jurisdiction 
in which they operate, ensuring that they respect local laws 
while maintaining a commitment to ethical standards.
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Data Localisation: The analysis should consider the 
implications of data localisation laws, which may require data to 
be stored and processed within specific geographic boundaries. 
Ethical practices should balance compliance with these laws 
while considering the potential impact on data accessibility and 
efficiency.

Cultural Sensitivity: Ethical information management 
must take into account cultural differences in attitudes toward 
privacy, data sharing, and consent. Organisations should engage 
with local stakeholders to understand these cultural nuances 
and adapt their practices accordingly.

Transparency and Accountability: Organisations should 
maintain transparency about their data practices and be 
accountable to both local and global stakeholders. This includes 
clear communication about how data is collected, used, and 
shared across borders.

Harmonisation of Standards: Efforts should be made to 
advocate for the harmonisation of data protection standards 
across jurisdictions, promoting a more consistent ethical 
framework for information management globally.

3.1.6 Intellectual and Cultural Property 
Intellectual and cultural property includes the ethical 

dimensions of ownership, control, and use of information and 
cultural expressions. This exploration engages with the tensions 
between individual creation, communal heritage, economic 
interests, and the public domain.

1.	 Individual Ownership: This perspective emphasises the 
rights of creators to control and profit from their origi-
nal works. It raises questions about the extent of these 
rights and the duration of protection, particularly in re-
lation to the public interest.

2.	 Communal Heritage: This framework highlights the 
collective ownership of cultural expressions and knowl-
edge, particularly among indigenous and marginalised 
communities. It emphasises the importance of recog-
nising and respecting communal rights over cultural 
heritage, which may conflict with individual ownership 
claims.

3.	 Economic Interests: This perspective focuses on the 
commercialisation of intellectual property and the eco-
nomic incentives for creators. It raises ethical questions 
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about the balance between protecting creators’ rights 
and ensuring that access to information and cultural ex-
pressions is not unduly restricted.

4.	 Public Domain: This framework advocates for the free 
access and use of information and cultural expressions 
that are no longer under copyright protection. It empha-
sises the importance of the public domain for fostering 
creativity, innovation, and cultural exchange.

3.1.6.1 Digital Challenges to Intellectual Property 
Digital technologies have changed the way people create, 

share, and use information. Intellectual property refers to original 
works like books, songs, films, or software that are protected by 
law. These laws give creators the right to control how their work 
is used. But in the digital age, it has become difficult to protect 
these rights. This is because digital works can be copied many 
times without losing quality (infinite reproducibility) and shared 
quickly with anyone across the world (global distribution). As a 
result, creators may lose control over their work, face problems 
in earning income, and struggle to prevent misuse. To address 
these problems, new methods and tools have been introduced. 
Digital Rights Management uses software to limit how digital 
content can be used or shared. Open licensing, like Creative 
Commons, allows creators to give others permission to use 
their work under certain conditions. Blockchain technology 
helps in tracking digital ownership and verifying who created 
or owns a piece of content. Along with these tools, new models 
such as open-access publishing, open-source software, and 
collective licensing schemes have emerged. These models try to 
balance the rights of creators with the public’s need for access 
to information and knowledge.

The ethical challenge is to create fair policies that support 
creativity, protect creators, and also benefit society. Ethical 
principles such as fairness, honesty, and respect should guide 
these policies. The aim is to promote innovation, ensure that 
creators are fairly paid, respect cultural contributions, and provide 
public access to useful information. Any recommendation 
for intellectual property rights in the digital world must also 
be practical and work well with changing technologies. A 
thoughtful and balanced approach can help build a system that 
protects intellectual property while encouraging the free flow 
of knowledge.
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3.1.7 Freedom of Expression
Freedom of expression is a key ethical value in the study 

of information ethics. It means that every individual has the 
right to express their ideas, thoughts, and opinions without 
being unfairly restricted or silenced. This right supports open 
communication in society and plays an important role in the 
sharing of knowledge. Freedom of expression includes many 
aspects: its importance in society, the boundaries it must 
respect, its use on digital platforms, and how it is understood 
in different countries. Philosophers like John Stuart Mill 
believed that free discussion helps society improve, as people 
can hear different views and make better decisions. Immanuel 
Kant explained that freedom of expression is part of being a 
responsible and independent person. At the same time, this right 
comes with ethical duties. We must also consider the problem 
of censorship, which means controlling or removing content, 
and think carefully about when and why it might be used.

While freedom of expression is essential, it is not unlimited. 
People should not use this freedom to hurt others. For example, 
speech that spreads hate, causes violence, or shares false 
information can be harmful and may need to be restricted. 
Limiting such expression is sometimes necessary to protect 
public safety, respect others’ dignity, and prevent harm to 
vulnerable people. These are complex ethical decisions because 
they require balancing two important goals: protecting free 
speech and keeping people safe. One area where this balance 
is often tested is on digital platforms like Facebook, YouTube, 
and Instagram. These platforms allow people to share content 
widely, but they also have rules to remove harmful or offensive 
material. Sometimes, these rules are applied unfairly, leading 
to concerns about whether the platforms are acting responsibly. 
This raises ethical questions about how platforms decide what 
content stays online and what gets removed, and whether they 
are being transparent and accountable.

Different countries have different views on freedom of 
expression. In some democratic nations, people are mostly free 
to speak and write openly. But in other places, especially under 
strict or authoritarian governments, freedom of expression is 
limited or controlled. There are certain global organisations, such 
as the United Nations, that try to protect freedom of expression 
through international human rights laws. It also explores 
examples of how countries manage this right in different ways. 
Moving forward, we need to create fair systems for handling 
expression: systems that protect the right to speak freely while 
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also preventing harm to individuals and communities. These 
systems should be fair, inclusive, and open, allowing people 
from all backgrounds to be heard.

3.1.8 Access to Information
Access to information refers to the question of who should 

be allowed to get what kind of information, and under what 
conditions. This idea is important because having access to 
information helps people make decisions, take part in society, 
and improve their lives. At the same time, there are debates 
about when it is right to share information freely and when 
it is necessary to limit access. In today’s world, not everyone 
can get the same information. This is called the digital divide, 
which means that some people, especially those from poor or 
marginalised communities, have less access to the internet, 
technology, or education. This creates unfair differences in 
opportunities. To make sure everyone can benefit, we need to 
create ways to improve fair and equal access to information for 
all.

The right to access information can be supported using 
different philosophical ideas. According to democratic 
theory, people need access to correct information in order to 
be responsible citizens and take part in public life. From an 
autonomy-based view, access is important because it helps 
people think and act for themselves. Utilitarianism says that 
sharing knowledge widely increases the overall happiness 
and benefit of society, and justice-based theories believe that 
equal access is a matter of fairness, especially for those who 
are often left out. However, not all information can or should 
be shared freely. There are ethical reasons for limiting access 
in some cases. For example, some information might be kept 
private to protect a person’s privacy, or held back to maintain 
national security, prevent harm, or respect intellectual property 
(ownership of ideas or creative work). The challenge is to 
decide when such restrictions are fair, and when they are just 
used to keep power in the hands of a few or to avoid being held 
responsible.

To solve these issues, we can build a framework for access 
ethics. This means creating a set of rules and principles that 
help decide what information should be shared, who should 
get it, and under what conditions. This framework should 
include different types of information, such as government 
data, scientific research, cultural knowledge, personal records, 
and business information. It should also consider the interests 
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of everyone involved: governments, individuals, communities, 
and organisations. The framework should be fair and flexible 
depending on the situation. For example, government records 
about public health should usually be open to all, but private 
medical records must be protected. This kind of ethical practice 
is essential for building a just and informed society.

3.1.9 Fair Representation
Fair representation is an important ethical concern in the 

study of information ethics. It means showing people, cultures, 
and ideas in ways that are honest, respectful, and balanced. In 
today’s world, people receive most of their information from 
media, online platforms, textbooks, and digital content. How 
people and communities are shown in these systems has a strong 
impact on how they are treated and understood in society. If 
representation is fair, it supports dignity, understanding, and 
justice. If it is unfair, it can spread stereotypes, cause harm, and 
lead to misunderstanding or exclusion. One important part of 
fair representation is how cultures and communities are shown. 
Sometimes, cultures are stereotyped or shown in a way that is not 
accurate or respectful. This can harm the dignity of people from 
those cultures. Ethical cultural representation means presenting 
authentic and context-sensitive information. A key question here 
is: Who has the right to represent a culture or tradition? Is it only 
members of that culture, or can outsiders do it respectfully? The 
answers depend on context, power, and purpose. For example, 
showing a tribal dance in a respectful documentary with help 
from community members is different from using the same 
dance in an advertisement without permission. Representation 
should be based on consultation with the community, respect 
for the meaning of cultural elements, and honest attribution of 
sources.

However, fair representation also has to balance other 
values, such as freedom of expression. Sometimes, people want 
to create movies, art, or research that explores difficult topics or 
uses humour or fiction. These expressions may unintentionally 
hurt or misrepresent certain groups. So, there can be conflicts 
between respecting others and protecting creative freedom. 
In such cases, we must think about intent (why it was done), 
impact (what effect it had), power (who is being represented and 
by whom), and context (where and how it was shown). Ethical 
frameworks help us make balanced decisions by asking: Was the 
representation thoughtful? Did it cause harm? Was the affected 
community consulted? Is there a better way to show the same 
idea more respectfully? To ensure ethical representation, we can 
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create a framework for fair cultural portrayal. This includes key 
principles such as: (1) respecting cultural dignity, (2) consulting 
people from the culture being shown, (3) providing enough 
background and context, (4) showing a range of voices rather 
than just one story, and (5) giving credit where it is due.

3.1.10 Information Privacy
Information privacy refers to the ethical responsibility to 

protect personal data such as names, health records, financial 
details, and online activity from misuse or unauthorised access. 
It focuses on how this information is collected, stored, shared, 
and used in various digital and non-digital environments. 
Several ethical concepts shape our understanding of privacy: 
privacy as control (the right to decide how one’s data is 
used), privacy as limited access (restricting who can access 
personal information), privacy as contextual integrity (sharing 
data appropriately within a specific context), and privacy as 
a social practice (guided by shared norms and expectations). 
These ideas help define how individuals and society view the 
responsible use of information. The importance of privacy is 
supported by various philosophical arguments. A dignity-based 
view holds that privacy protects human worth and prevents 
embarrassment or control by others. From the perspective 
of autonomy, privacy supports individuals’ ability to make 
independent choices. Consequentialist reasoning points out that 
privacy prevents harm, such as identity theft or discrimination. 
These justifications show that protecting information privacy is 
both an individual right and a public good.

An ethical framework for information privacy must 
balance the right to privacy with other concerns, such as public 
safety, research, or technological progress. This framework 
should consider different types of information (such as health, 
personal, or commercial data), the specific context in which 
the information is used, and the relationships between those 
who collect and those affected by the data. It must also assess 
possible harms that could result from privacy violations. A 
clear ethical approach helps to guide policies and practices that 
respect individual rights while allowing necessary and fair use 
of information. Such a framework supports responsible digital 
citizenship and the ethical use of technology in society.

•	 Protecting personal 
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Summarized Overview
Ethical management of information encompasses the entire lifecycle from creation 

and collection to storage, analysis, and dissemination. This process requires respecting 
laws, cultural differences, and community interests while ensuring transparency and 
accountability at every stage. A key aspect is protecting intellectual and cultural 
property, which demands balancing the rights of creators with public access and cultural 
respect, especially in today’s digital age where copying and sharing happen effortlessly. 
To address these challenges, new tools and models are emerging that aim to safeguard 
creators while promoting the free flow of knowledge.

Freedom of expression remains a fundamental ethical value that underpins open 
communication and societal progress. However, this freedom must be carefully 
balanced with the need to prevent harm caused by hate speech, misinformation, or 
other harmful content. Access to information is crucial for informed participation and 
personal autonomy, but inequalities persist due to the digital divide. Ethical approaches 
therefore strive to ensure fair and equitable access, while also addressing concerns 
related to privacy, security, and justice. At the same time, fair representation demands 
honest and respectful portrayals of people and cultures, requiring involvement from 
affected communities to avoid stereotypes, exclusion, or misrepresentation. Central to 
all this is information privacy, which protects personal data from misuse or unauthorised 
access, upholding individuals’ control over their information and preserving dignity and 
autonomy. Privacy protections must be balanced with public safety and technological 
progress, guided by clear and flexible frameworks that promote responsible policies and 
ethical digital citizenship.

As technology rapidly advances, the ethical challenges facing print media, 
information management, and digital platforms continue to evolve. Organisations must 
maintain strong ethical foundations while adapting to new challenges and opportunities. 
Success depends on balancing innovation with responsibility, efficiency with fairness, 
and technological capability with human values. Looking ahead, the landscape will 
present increasingly complex ethical dilemmas. Those organisations that develop robust 
yet adaptable ethical frameworks, stay committed to core principles, and engage in 
ongoing dialogue with stakeholders will be best positioned to navigate these challenges 
effectively. By prioritising ethics alongside innovation, they can continue to serve their 
communities responsibly and contribute to a more ethical and sustainable digital future.SG
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Self-Assessment
1.	 What ethical principles should guide the creation and collection of information?

2.	 How can transparency and accountability be maintained during the storage and 
dissemination of information?

3.	 Explain the importance of protecting intellectual and cultural property in the 
digital age.

4.	 What are the key ethical considerations related to freedom of expression?

5.	 Why is access to information important for a democratic society?

6.	 How does the digital divide affect access to information?

7.	 What does fair representation mean in the context of media and information?

8.	 Why is information privacy considered both an individual right and a public 
good?

1.	 Discuss the ethical responsibilities involved in the collection, storage, and dis-
semination of information in digital platforms. Provide examples.

2.	 Analyse the challenges of protecting intellectual and cultural property rights in 
the era of easy digital copying and sharing. Suggest possible solutions.

3.	 Evaluate the ethical limits of freedom of expression. When should expression be 
restricted, and why? Support your answer with examples.

4.	 Explain the impact of unequal access to information on marginalised communi-
ties. What ethical measures can be taken to reduce the digital divide?

5.	 Critically examine the concept of fair representation. How can media ensure 
respectful and balanced portrayal of diverse cultures and communities?

6.	 Discuss the importance of information privacy in today’s digital world. How can 
organisations balance privacy with the need for public safety?

Assignments
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Learning Outcomes

UNIT 2
Ethical Challenges in the Digital Sphere

After completing this unit, the learner will be able to:

•	 understand the ethical problems in social media, such as online harassment, cyber-

bullying, and misrepresentation

•	 evaluate how fake news and disinformation can spread and affect people

•	 analyse issues like algorithmic bias and cybercrimes in the digital world

•	 explore how information technology affects areas like medicine, education, and so-

cial life

Background 

Today, we live in a world where the line between the real world and the digital 
world is becoming less clear. We receive news within seconds through our phones, share 
messages instantly on social media, and rely on apps or websites that suggest what to 
watch, read, or buy. In many ways, the digital world influences what we know, how 
we think, and how we talk to each other. However, this digital growth also brings new 
and serious ethical questions. For example, how can we make sure the news or content 
shared online is true? What duties do people who create and share information, like 
journalists, influencers, and content creators, have towards the public? How should we 
deal with matters like privacy, consent, and responsibility when so much of our data is 
collected and used without us even noticing? As technology continues to change the 
way we live and connect with others, it is very important to think carefully about the 
moral choices we make online. This unit will help you understand these ethical issues 
and guide you to become a responsible and thoughtful participant in the digital world.

Keywords
Misinterpretation, Algorithmic bias, Cyber-crimes, Social interactions, Digital divide. 

SG
O
U



89SGOU - SLM - MA PHILOSOPHY - Applied Ethics 

Discussion

3.2.1 Social Media Ethics: Online Harass-
ment and Cyberbullying

Online harassment and cyberbullying represent significant 
ethical challenges that have emerged alongside the rise of 
social media platforms. These forms of digital aggression 
manifest through persistent messaging, public humiliation, 
doxxing (revealing private information), coordinated attacks, 
and intimidation tactics. The architecture of social media 
platforms often unintentionally facilitates harassment through 
features designed for engagement and virality, which can 
amplify harmful content before moderation systems respond. 
The psychological impact on victims can be severe, resulting 
in anxiety, depression, social withdrawal, and in extreme cases, 
suicidal ideation.

The ethical dimensions of online harassment extend beyond 
individual interactions to platform responsibilities and societal 
obligations. Social media companies face complex ethical 
questions regarding their duty of care to users, appropriate 
content moderation approaches, and balancing free expression 
with protection from harm. The pseudonymous nature of 
many online interactions can diminish empathy and personal 
accountability while creating challenges for enforcement and 
intervention. Current legal frameworks often struggle to address 
online harassment effectively, as they were largely designed for 
pre-digital contexts and face jurisdictional limitations in the 
borderless digital environment.

Comprehensive approaches to addressing online harassment 
require multi-layered strategies that include platform design 
modifications (such as friction in sharing mechanisms and 
improved reporting tools), stronger legal frameworks that 
recognise digital harms, educational initiatives that promote 
digital citizenship, and cultural shifts in online norms. Ethical 
responses must consider power differentials between users, 
varied cultural contexts, and the complex relationship between 
free expression and protection from harassment.

3.2.2 Fake News and Disinformation
The proliferation of false or misleading information 

through digital channels has emerged as an ethical challenge 
with implications for democratic processes, public health, and 
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social cohesion. Unlike misinformation (inadvertently shared 
false information), disinformation involves the deliberate 
creation and dissemination of false content designed to 
deceive or manipulate. Digital technologies have transformed 
disinformation dynamics by reducing distribution costs, enabling 
sophisticated targeting, facilitating rapid cross-platform spread, 
and allowing for increasingly convincing manipulated media 
through technologies like deep fakes. The ethical dimensions 
of disinformation include multiple stakeholders with varying 
responsibilities. Content creators who deliberately fabricate false 
information violate fundamental ethical principles of honesty 
and transparency. Platform companies face ethical dilemmas 
regarding their role in amplifying or limiting disinformation, 
with their algorithmic systems often prioritising engagement 
over accuracy. News organisations and journalists confront 
pressures between speed and verification in an attention 
economy that rewards being first over being right. Individual 
users face ethical questions about their information-sharing 
practices and responsibility to verify content before amplifying 
it.

Addressing disinformation ethically requires balancing 
competing values such as free expression, autonomy, truth, 
and harm prevention. Potential approaches include technical 
interventions (algorithmic adjustments, labelling systems, 
and authentication technologies), media literacy education, 
professional journalism support, regulatory frameworks, 
and norm-building initiatives. Each approach carries its own 
ethical considerations regarding who decides what constitutes 
disinformation, potential chilling effects on legitimate speech, 
and appropriateness across different cultural and political 
contexts.

3.2.3 Misinterpretation in Digital Commu-
nication

Digital communication platforms have fundamentally 
altered how humans interact, removing many contextual and 
nonverbal cues that traditionally help convey meaning and 
intention. This transformation creates significant potential 
for misinterpretation, which carries ethical implications for 
individuals, organisations, and technology designers. Without 
tone of voice, facial expressions, and shared physical context, 
digital messages can be interpreted in ways dramatically 
different from their intended meaning, leading to broken 
relationships, workplace conflicts, and community tensions.

•	 Disinformation 
involves the 
deliberate creation 
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Various factors contribute to digital misinterpretation, such as 
platform constraints (character limits or ephemeral content) that 
encourage brevity over clarity; asynchronous communication 
that disrupts natural conversational repair mechanisms; the 
absence of immediate feedback that would signal confusion; 
and cross-cultural communication where contextual 
assumptions differ. The resulting misunderstandings can have 
serious consequences, from damaged personal relationships 
to workplace conflicts, from community discord to impaired 
democratic discourse. The ethics of digital misinterpretation 
encompass questions of responsibility shared among message 
senders, receivers, and platform designers. Senders have 
an ethical obligation to consider how their messages might 
be interpreted in the absence of contextual cues. Receivers 
have a responsibility to practice interpretive charity and seek 
clarification before reacting negatively. Platform designers 
face ethical considerations about how their interface choices 
affect clarity and context. Developing ethical frameworks for 
digital communication requires acknowledging these shared 
responsibilities while recognising the unique affordances and 
limitations of each communication medium.

3.2.4 Algorithmic Bias
As algorithmic systems increasingly influence consequential 

decisions in areas ranging from criminal justice to healthcare, 
employment to financial services, the ethical implications 
of algorithmic bias have emerged as a critical concern. 
Algorithmic bias refers to systematic errors in computational 
systems that create unfair outcomes for particular groups, often 
along lines of race, gender, disability status, or other protected 
characteristics. These biases can emerge from multiple 
sources, like historically biased training data that reflects past 
discrimination; problematic feature selection that proxies 
for protected characteristics; mathematical formulations that 
disadvantage certain groups; or implementation contexts that 
fail to account for different population needs.

The ethical dimensions of algorithmic bias extend beyond 
technical questions to fundamental considerations of justice, 
fairness, and human dignity. When biased algorithms influence 
high-stakes decisions, they can perpetuate or intensify existing 
social inequalities while creating a perception of technological 
objectivity that makes discrimination harder to detect and 
address. The opacity of many algorithmic systems further 
complicates ethical assessment, as affected individuals may 
have limited insight into how decisions about them are made 

•	 The ethics of digital 
misinterpretation 
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•	 Algorithmic 
bias refers to 
systematic errors 
in computational 
systems that create 
unfair outcomes

SG
O
U



92 SGOU - SLM - MA PHILOSOPHY -Applied Ethics 

or opportunities to contest inaccurate or unfair outcomes. 
Addressing algorithmic bias ethically requires multifaceted 
approaches: technical interventions such as diverse training data, 
bias testing frameworks, and fairness constraints; organisational 
practices including algorithmic impact assessments and diverse 
development teams; policy frameworks that establish rights, 
responsibilities, and oversight mechanisms; and broader social 
conversations about how we define algorithmic fairness itself. 
These approaches must grapple with competing definitions 
of fairness that cannot always be simultaneously satisfied, 
requiring context-specific ethical judgments about appropriate 
trade-offs.

3.2.5 Cyber-crimes
The digital landscape has enabled novel forms of criminal 

activity while transforming traditional crimes, creating 
complex ethical challenges for individuals, organisations, law 
enforcement, and technology developers. Cybercrimes range 
from financial fraud and identity theft to system intrusions, 
ransomware attacks, intellectual property theft, stalking, 
and exploitation. These activities occur within sophisticated 
criminal ecosystems that include specialised roles (from 
vulnerability scouts to money launderers), criminal-service 
marketplaces, and hierarchical organisations that sometimes 
resemble legitimate businesses.

The ethical dimensions of cybercrime extend beyond 
the obvious wrongness of the criminal acts themselves to 
questions about appropriate countermeasures, defensive 
responsibilities, and balancing security with other values. 
Organisations holding sensitive data face ethical questions 
about their security obligations to data subjects, appropriate 
investment in protections, and transparency about breaches. 
Security researchers navigate complex ethical terrain regarding 
vulnerability disclosure, testing boundaries, and potential civil 
disobedience. Law enforcement agencies confront ethical 
dilemmas about surveillance powers, international jurisdiction, 
and appropriate penalties. Addressing cybercrime ethically 
requires nuanced approaches that consider technical, legal, 
and social dimensions. Technical measures must balance 
security effectiveness with user experience and accessibility. 
Legal frameworks need to define digital crimes clearly 
while allowing for technological evolution and cross-border 
enforcement. Social approaches should consider the root causes 
of cybercriminal activities, including economic incentives, skill 
application opportunities, and normative beliefs. Throughout 
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these considerations, societies must navigate difficult trade-
offs between security, privacy, innovation, and proportional 
response. 

3.2.6 Ethical Implications of Information 
Technology on Medicine 

The integration of information technologies into healthcare 
has transformed the medical landscape, creating new possibilities 
for treatment, diagnosis, and care delivery while introducing 
novel ethical challenges. Electronic health records, telemedicine 
platforms, wearable health devices, AI diagnostic systems, and 
precision medicine technologies are reshaping fundamental 
aspects of the patient-provider relationship, medical decision-
making processes, and healthcare access patterns. These 
transformations necessitate a reconsideration of traditional 
medical ethics principles in digital contexts. The principle of 
patient autonomy faces new dimensions in digital healthcare 
environments, where informed consent becomes complicated 
by complex data flows, secondary uses of health information, 
and algorithmic decision supports that may be difficult to 
explain. The confidentiality of the provider-patient relationship 
is challenged by electronic systems that distribute information 
across multiple entities and create permanent digital records that 
may persist beyond intended use cases. Beneficence and non-
maleficence principles must be reinterpreted in contexts where 
care recommendations may come from automated systems with 
varying levels of validation and transparency.

Ethical frameworks for information technology in medicine 
must address questions of data governance (who controls and 
accesses health information), digital divides in healthcare 
access (particularly for elderly and disadvantaged populations), 
appropriate boundaries of monitoring technologies, validation 
standards for AI systems, transparency requirements for 
automated recommendations, and equitable distribution of 
both benefits and risks from healthcare innovations. These 
considerations require collaboration among healthcare 
providers, technology developers, policy makers, ethicists, 
and patient advocates to ensure that digital transformations in 
medicine advance rather than undermine core healthcare values.

3.2.7 Ethical Implications of Information 
Technology on Education 

Digital technologies have fundamentally altered 
educational environments, creating new learning possibilities 
while introducing significant ethical considerations that affect 
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students, educators, institutions, and technology providers. 
Learning management systems, educational data analytics, 
remote proctoring tools, adaptive learning platforms, and 
educational AI applications have changed how educational 
content is delivered, how student progress is assessed, and 
how educational institutions function. These transformations 
require careful ethical examination to ensure that educational 
technologies advance rather than undermine core educational 
values.

Privacy considerations in educational technology are 
multifaceted, raising questions about appropriate data 
collection from minors, long-term retention of learning 
analytics, surveillance implications of monitoring technologies, 
and student agency in digital environments. Equity concerns 
emerge as digital educational tools may advantage students 
with better technology access, prior digital experience, or 
learning styles that align with dominant design paradigms. 
Questions of educational quality arise when evaluating whether 
specific technologies support or potentially supplant critical 
thinking, creativity, and intellectual independence. Developing 
ethical frameworks for educational technology requires 
balancing innovation with protective principles, particularly 
for vulnerable learners. Key considerations include transparent 
purpose limitation for educational data, age-appropriate consent 
and assent processes, and inclusion of diverse learner needs in 
design processes, preservation of teacher professional judgment 
alongside algorithmic systems, and governance mechanisms 
that centre educational purpose above commercial interests. 
These frameworks should reflect foundational educational 
ethics principles while acknowledging the unique capabilities 
and risks of digital learning environments.

3.2.8 Ethical Implications of Information 
Technology on Social Interactions 

Digital technologies have fundamentally reshaped human 
social interactions, altering how relationships form, how 
communities organise, and how individuals construct and 
present their identities. Social media platforms, messaging 
applications, online gaming environments, virtual reality 
spaces, and other digital social contexts create new possibilities 
for connection while introducing novel ethical challenges that 
warrant careful consideration. These technologies mediate an 
increasing proportion of human relationships, making their 
ethical dimensions increasingly significant for individual well-
being and social cohesion.
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The ethics of digitally mediated social interactions 
encompasses questions about authenticity and self-presentation, 
as users navigate platform architectures that encourage particular 
forms of identity performance and social validation mechanisms 
that quantify social approval. Attention economics create ethical 
tensions as platforms design for engagement maximisation, 
potentially at the expense of meaningful connection or 
psychological well-being. Community governance in digital 
spaces raises questions about appropriate norm enforcement, 
inclusion policies, and balancing freedom with protection from 
harm. Ethical frameworks for social technologies must consider 
how design choices influence relationship formation and 
maintenance, how algorithmic systems shape who we encounter 
and interact with, how metrics and feedback mechanisms affect 
social behaviour, and how platform governance decisions impact 
different community members. These considerations should 
acknowledge both the benefits of expanded social connection 
possibilities and the risks of reduced empathy, filter bubbles, 
parasocial dynamics, and quantified social comparisons that 
can emerge in digital social contexts.

3.2.9 Digital Divide and Efforts to Bridge It 
The digital divide represents one of the most significant 

ethical challenges of the information age, as it determines who 
can fully participate in increasingly digitised social, economic, 
educational, and civic systems. Rather than a simple binary 
of ‘connected versus unconnected,’ contemporary digital 
divides encompass multiple dimensions: physical access to 
devices and connectivity; affordability of devices, data, and 
services; digital skills and literacy needed for effective use; 
meaningful usage patterns that create tangible benefits; and 
representation in technology development and governance. 
These multidimensional divides often map onto and increase 
existing social inequalities along lines of income, geography, 
education, age, ability, and other factors.

The ethical dimensions of digital divides centre on questions 
of distributive justice, as digital exclusion increasingly translates 
to exclusion from essential services, economic opportunities, 
educational resources, and civic participation. Digital divides 
raise questions about minimum technological access as a 
potential right rather than a privilege, about public versus private 
responsibilities for digital inclusion, and about appropriate 
prioritisation of resources toward connectivity versus other 
social needs. As services migrate to digital-first or digital-only 
delivery models, questions of harm prevention arise for those 
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who remain unconnected or marginally connected. Efforts to 
bridge digital divides include infrastructure initiatives (such as 
rural broadband expansion and community networks), hardware 
programmes (device subsidy and distribution programmes), 
skills development approaches (digital literacy education and 
training), design interventions (creating low-bandwidth and 
offline-functional services), and policy frameworks (universal 
service obligations and digital inclusion standards). Ethical 
assessment of these initiatives requires examining their 
sustainability, cultural appropriateness, empowerment versus 
dependency dynamics, and alignment with actual community 
needs rather than external assumptions.

The most effective approaches recognise that meaningful 
digital inclusion requires addressing all dimensions of the 
divide simultaneously: access, affordability, skills, relevant 
content, and agency. These comprehensive strategies often 
involve collaboration across public, private, and community 
sectors, with a strong emphasis on community participation in 
defining digital inclusion priorities and approaches. As digital 
technologies continue to evolve, digital inclusion efforts must 
similarly evolve to address not just basic connectivity but 
meaningful participation in increasingly sophisticated digital 
environments.

•	 Digital divides 
raise questions 
about minimum 
technological access

Summarized Overview
The ethical challenges of the digital sphere represent not merely technical problems but 

questions about the kind of society we wish to create. Through these discussions, we have 
explored how digital technologies both reflect and reshape our social landscape, creating 
new ethical imperatives that require thoughtful responses from multiple perspectives. The 
issues examined, from online harassment to algorithmic bias, from disinformation to digital 
divides, share common threads. They each demonstrate how technology increases human 
capabilities, both constructive and destructive. They illustrate how digital systems can 
embed and extend existing social inequalities while simultaneously offering potential paths 
toward greater inclusion and equity. And they highlight the tension between innovation 
and responsibility that characterises our digital age.

What becomes clear across these explorations is that technological solutions alone 
are insufficient to address these challenges. Effective responses must integrate technical 
design, policy frameworks, educational approaches, and ethical principles. They must 
consider diverse stakeholders and perspectives, recognising that digital ethics is inherently 
pluralistic and contextual. As we move forward in an increasingly digitised world, the 
development of ethical literacy becomes as important as technical literacy. The capacity 
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to identify ethical dimensions of technological systems, to analyse competing values 
and interests, and to design interventions that honour human dignity and promote social 
good will be essential skills for future leaders, designers, and citizens. The digital ethical 
landscape will continue to evolve as new technologies emerge and social contexts change. 
By developing healthy analytical frameworks and ethical principles now, we can better 
navigate this dynamic terrain, ensuring that digital technologies serve human flourishing 
rather than undermining it. The ultimate goal is not to impede technological progress 
but to channel it toward creating digital environments that reflect our highest values and 
aspirations as a society.

Self-Assessment

1.	 How do you differentiate online harassment and cyberbullying?

2.	 List out and elaborate on the ethical implications of information technology 
on education.

3.	 Elaborate on the ethical implications of information technology on social interac-
tions.

4.	 What is misinformation, and how does it differ from fake news?

5.	 Why are privacy concerns a significant ethical challenge in the digital sphere?

6.	 What is algorithmic bias, and how can it affect the representation of different 
groups in digital content?

Assignments
1.	 Misinformation can shape how people think and act. Imagine a situation where 

misinformation spreads widely. Explore how it could affect public opinion and 
decision-making. Use real or imagined examples to support your ideas.

2.	 Information technology is changing education. Explore the ethical implications 
of this change.

3.	 Social media platforms have become a part of daily life, but they also face the 
issue of cyberbullying. Write an assignment discussing how these platforms can 
take responsibility.

4.	 In the digital world, protecting original work is important. Explain why intellec-
tual property rights matter.
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5.	 Technology should be accessible to all. Think creatively and suggest one way to 
bridge the digital divide.
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Learning Outcomes

Background 

UNIT 3
Ethics in Business

By the end of this unit, the learner will be able to:

•	 define the concept of corporate social responsibility and explain its role in modern 

business practices

•	 identify key principles of environmental ethics and their relevance to business op-

erations

•	 analyse real-life examples of how businesses make ethical or unethical decisions

•	 evaluate the impact of ethical decision-making on a company’s stakeholders and 

long-term success

Today, business is not only about making money; it is also about how companies behave 
in society. People now expect businesses to act responsibly and think about the good of 
others, not just profits. This unit, ‘Ethics in Business’, helps you understand how values 
and responsibilities play a role in the world of business. It introduces you to the idea that 
business decisions have moral and social effects. Some of these issues may happen in both 
public and private organisations. But in a competitive market, where companies try hard to 
be better than others, these problems can become more serious. That is why we talk about 
business ethics to look at the special ethical challenges faced by people in business, like 
owners, managers, and workers. These people must often make tough choices where there 
may be pressure to ignore what is right. This unit will help you think clearly about such 
situations.

Keywords

Social responsibility, Environmental ethics, Decision-making, Business ethics
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Discussion
The concept of business ethics has historical roots that extend 

back centuries, though its formal development as a field of study 
is relatively recent. Early forms of business ethics emerged 
from religious and philosophical traditions that emphasised fair 
dealing, honest weights and measures, and treating workers 
with dignity. The industrial revolution brought new ethical 
challenges related to working conditions, child labour, and 
environmental impacts, prompting regulatory responses and 
reform movements. The modern conception of business ethics 
began taking shape in the mid-20th century, initially focusing on 
legal compliance and avoiding outright fraud or deception. By 
the 1960s and 1970s, social movements pressed corporations 
to consider their broader impacts on society, particularly 
regarding civil rights, consumer protection, and environmental 
conservation. The 1980s saw increased attention to corporate 
scandals and white-collar crime, reinforcing the need for 
ethical frameworks in business. Since the 1990s, globalisation 
has dramatically expanded the ethical complexities businesses 
face. Operating across diverse cultural, legal, and economic 
systems forces companies to navigate varying standards and 
expectations. The digital revolution has further transformed the 
ethical landscape, creating new concerns about privacy, data 
security, algorithmic bias, and the societal impacts of technology. 
Today’s understanding of business ethics encompasses multiple 
dimensions—legal, economic, social, and environmental—and 
recognises that ethical considerations are integral to business 
strategy rather than constraints upon it. This evolution reflects 
changing societal values and the growing recognition that 
businesses are embedded in social systems upon which they 
depend for their existence and success.

3.3.1 Corporate Social Responsibility: The-
oretical Frameworks 

Corporate social responsibility represents a multifaceted 
approach to business ethics that addresses the relationship 
between corporations and society. Several theoretical 
frameworks offer perspectives on the nature and extent of 
corporate responsibilities beyond profit-making. Milton 
Friedman’s shareholder theory, articulated in his influential 
1970 essay, posits that a business’s sole social responsibility 
is to increase profits for shareholders while operating within 
legal boundaries. This perspective views the corporation 
primarily as an economic entity with limited social obligations 
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beyond those explicitly codified in law. In contrast, R. Edward 
Freeman’s stakeholder theory expands the scope of corporate 
responsibility to include all groups affected by business 
operations—employees, customers, suppliers, communities, 
and the environment—alongside shareholders. This approach 
recognises businesses as social entities embedded in networks 
of relationships and dependencies that create moral obligations 
beyond mere profit maximisation. The triple bottom line 
framework, popularised by John Elkington, suggests businesses 
should measure performance using three integrated dimensions: 
economic prosperity, environmental quality, and social justice. 
This perspective redefines corporate success to include positive 
contributions to sustainable development and social welfare.

Porter and Kramer’s shared value concept proposes that 
businesses can simultaneously create economic value and 
address social needs by reconceiving products and markets, 
redefining productivity in the value chain, and strengthening 
local clusters. This approach positions corporate social 
responsibility not as philanthropy but as strategic innovation that 
generates both business and social benefits. These frameworks 
offer different perspectives on the purpose of business and the 
extent of corporate responsibility. While they differ in their 
emphases, they collectively demonstrate the evolution from 
viewing corporate social responsibility as optional charity to 
recognising it as an integral aspect of business strategy and 
corporate identity in contemporary society.

3.3.1.1 Implementing Corporate Social Responsi-
bility 

Translating corporate social responsibility theory into 
practice requires systematic approaches to integrating ethical 
considerations throughout business operations. Successful 
implementation typically involves several key elements: 
Strategic integration occurs when corporate social responsibility 
initiatives align with core business competencies and long-
term objectives rather than existing as isolated programmes. 
Companies like Unilever demonstrate this approach through 
their Sustainable Living Plan, which connects sustainability 
goals directly to business growth and innovation strategies.

Stakeholder engagement processes enable companies to 
identify and respond to the concerns and expectations of various 
groups affected by their operations. Effective engagement 
involves regular dialogue, transparent communication, and 
collaborative problem-solving with employees, customers, 
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communities, and other stakeholders. Governance structures 
provide oversight and accountability for corporate social 
responsibility commitments. These may include board-level 
committees, executive positions focused on sustainability 
or ethics, and compensation systems that link management 
incentives to social and environmental performance metrics 
alongside financial outcomes.

Measurement and reporting frameworks allow companies 
to track progress toward corporate social responsibility goals 
and communicate performance to stakeholders. Standards 
such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), Sustainability 
Accounting Standards Board (SASB) metrics, and the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goals offer structured 
approaches to assessing and disclosing non-financial impacts. 
Supply chain management represents a crucial aspect of 
corporate social responsibility implementation, as companies 
increasingly bear responsibility for conditions throughout 
their value chains. Progressive firms establish supplier codes 
of conduct, conduct audits, provide capacity-building support, 
and collaborate with industry peers to address systemic issues 
in global supply networks. The implementation challenges 
companies face include balancing short-term costs against 
long-term benefits, maintaining consistency across global 
operations, measuring intangible outcomes, and addressing 
trade-offs between competing stakeholder interests. Despite 
these difficulties, research increasingly shows that thoughtful 
corporate social responsibility implementation contributes to 
risk reduction, operational efficiency, employee engagement, 
customer loyalty, and innovation, ultimately supporting 
sustainable business success.

3.3.2 Environmental Ethics in Business 
Environmental ethics examines the moral relationship 

between humans and the natural environment, with significant 
implications for business practices. Several philosophical 
approaches inform business environmental ethics: 
Anthropocentric perspectives evaluate environmental actions 
based on human interests, suggesting businesses should protect 
natural resources primarily because of their utility to human 
welfare. This view supports conservation efforts that preserve 
resources for future human generations but may not recognise 
the inherent value in non-human nature.

Bio-centric and eco-centric approaches extend moral 
consideration to individual living beings or entire ecosystems. 
These perspectives suggest businesses have responsibilities 
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toward nature independent of human interests, a position 
reflected in corporate commitments to biodiversity protection or 
ecosystem restoration that go beyond compliance requirements. 
The concept of sustainable development, popularised by the 
Brundtland Commission, seeks to balance current economic 
needs with environmental preservation to ensure future 
generations can meet their own needs. This framework has gained 
widespread acceptance in business, though interpretations vary 
regarding the appropriate balance between economic growth 
and environmental protection.

In practical application, businesses  implement  
environmental ethics through various strategies. Pollution 
prevention focuses on minimising harmful emissions and 
waste through process modifications, material substitutions, 
and improved housekeeping practices. This approach typically 
reduces both environmental impacts and costs through increased 
efficiency. Product stewardship extends environmental 
responsibility throughout the product lifecycle, from design 
and manufacturing to disposal. Practices include eco-design 
principles, extended producer responsibility programmes, and 
take-back systems that recover and recycle materials after 
customer use.

Building upon these practices, businesses are increasingly 
turning to more advanced and systemic approaches to strengthen 
their commitment to environmental ethics. Clean technology 
investments support the development and adoption of renewable 
energy, resource-efficient production methods, and circular 
economy models. These innovations can transform industries 
while addressing environmental challenges. Environmental 
management systems provide structured approaches to 
identifying, monitoring, and improving environmental 
performance. Standards like ISO 14001 offer frameworks for 
the systematic management of environmental impacts across 
operations. As environmental challenges grow more urgent, 
particularly climate change, biodiversity loss, and resource 
depletion, businesses face increasing pressure to move beyond 
incremental improvements toward transformative changes in 
their environmental practices. Forward-thinking companies 
recognise that environmental leadership offers competitive 
advantages through resource efficiency, risk reduction, 
innovation opportunities, and strengthened relationships with 
environmentally conscious stakeholders.
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3.3.3 Ethical Decision-Making in Business 
Operations

Ethical decision-making processes help business leaders 
navigate complex moral dilemmas that arise in organisational 
contexts. Several frameworks offer structured approaches 
to identifying and resolving ethical issues, and utilitarian 
frameworks evaluate actions based on their consequences, 
seeking to maximise overall welfare or happiness. In business 
contexts, this approach might involve cost-benefit analyses that 
consider impacts on all stakeholders, not just financial returns 
to shareholders. Deontological approaches focus on duties and 
principles rather than consequences, emphasising the inherent 
rightness or wrongness of actions regardless of outcomes. 
Business applications include commitments to honesty in 
marketing, fair treatment of employees, or respecting intellectual 
property rights even when violations might go undetected.

Justice-based frameworks concentrate on fairness in the 
distribution of benefits and burdens. In business settings, this 
perspective informs decisions about compensation systems, 
access to opportunities, and community investments. Virtue 
ethics emphasises the development of moral character and 
the qualities that constitute an ethical person or organisation. 
Businesses applying this approach focus on cultivating 
organisational virtues like integrity, transparency, and 
compassion through leadership, culture, and reward systems.

These philosophical frameworks provide conceptual 
tools, but practical ethical decision-making in business also 
requires institutional supports. Ethics policies articulate 
organisational values and expectations regarding employee 
conduct. Effective policies address common ethical risks in 
the industry and organisation while providing clear guidance 
on reporting procedures and protection for whistle-blowers. 
Ethics training programmes help employees recognise ethical 
issues, understand applicable standards, and develop skills 
for addressing moral dilemmas. Interactive approaches using 
realistic scenarios prove more effective than compliance-focused 
rule memorisation. Ethics officers or committees provide 
specialised expertise and oversight for ethics programmes, 
serving as resources for employees facing difficult situations 
and monitoring organisational ethical performance.

Decision-making protocols incorporate ethical 
considerations into standard business processes. Tools like 
ethical impact assessments prompt systematic evaluation of 
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potential impacts on various stakeholders before implementing 
significant decisions. Common ethical challenges in business 
operations include conflicts of interest, transparency obligations, 
privacy concerns, and balancing competing stakeholder claims. 
These issues arise across functional areas, from marketing and 
human resources to finance and supply chain management, 
requiring context-specific applications of ethical principles. 
Organisations with healthy ethical decision-making processes 
typically experience higher levels of trust among stakeholders, 
reduced misconduct, stronger employee commitment, and 
enhanced reputation. However, maintaining ethical culture 
requires ongoing attention to formal structures and informal 
norms that shape organisational behaviour.

3.3.4 Culture and Leadership in Ethical 
Business

Organisational culture influences ethical behaviour, often 
proving more powerful than formal policies or statements. 
Ethical cultures develop through both explicit and implicit 
mechanisms, and values statements articulate aspirational 
principles, but only impact behaviour when consistently 
reinforced through organisational systems and leadership 
examples. Companies with strong ethical cultures align 
their stated values with recruitment practices, performance 
evaluations, promotion decisions, and celebration of role 
models who exemplify desired behaviours.

A crucial element that shapes and sustains such ethical 
cultures is ethical leadership. Leaders set the tone by 
demonstrating moral awareness, making values-based 
decisions, and showing genuine concern for others through their 
actions. They influence culture by calling attention to the ethical 
aspects of business decisions, maintaining personal integrity, 
responding constructively to ethical failures, and investing in 
ethics-related initiatives. Furthermore, the way information 
flows within an organisation matters: open communication, 
transparency, and receptiveness to concerns help build trust and 
ethical awareness. In contrast, a culture of fear or silence can 
lead to ethical lapses. Reward systems also play a critical role. 
If incentives focus only on outcomes without considering how 
they are achieved, they may unintentionally promote unethical 
behaviour. Ethical organisations ensure that their systems 
encourage integrity alongside performance.

To strengthen and maintain such cultures, organisations 
need reliable methods to evaluate and improve their ethical 
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environment. Cultural assessments help organisations 
understand current ethical strengths and weaknesses through 
employee surveys, focus groups, and ethics audit tools, and 
analysis of misconduct patterns. These assessments provide 
baselines for measuring improvement and identifying specific 
areas needing attention. Cultural change initiatives address 
identified weaknesses through comprehensive approaches that 
align systems, structures, and symbols with desired ethical 
values. Successful programmes engage employees at all levels 
in defining and implementing changes. In a global business 
environment, addressing cross-cultural ethical challenges also 
becomes important. Organisations must balance universal 
ethical principles with cultural sensitivity and build employees’ 
cultural intelligence. Research consistently shows that strong 
ethical cultures not only reduce misconduct but also improve 
engagement, customer trust, and long-term success.

3.3.5 Global Perspectives and Challenges
Business ethics are not the same in every country. Different 

cultures, religions, and traditions shape how people understand 
what is right or wrong in business. For example, in some 
countries, giving gifts in business is seen as a normal custom, 
while in others it may be viewed as bribery. Similarly, hiring 
family members, being open and honest in communication, 
or caring for the environment may be accepted or criticised 
depending on local values. These differences create challenges 
for international businesses, as they must respect local customs 
but also maintain ethical standards. Economic and political 
conditions also affect ethical behaviour. In developing countries, 
creating jobs and meeting basic needs may be more important 
than things like environmental protection. Political systems can 
also shape business ethics. Some countries have strict laws and 
strong enforcement, while others have weak regulations, making 
it harder for companies to follow the same rules everywhere.

To deal with these challenges, many businesses take extra 
steps to act ethically across all their operations. They check 
their supply chains to make sure that workers are treated fairly 
and safely. This is called human rights due diligence. It helps 
to prevent problems like child labour or unsafe workplaces. 
Corruption and bribery are also serious issues in some parts 
of the world. Companies are expected to avoid such practices 
by using clear policies, training, and monitoring. International 
agreements such as the United Nations Convention against 
Corruption and the OECD Anti-Bribery Convention set global 
rules to help all businesses follow ethical standards. Companies 
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that want to act responsibly also apply the same environmental 
standards everywhere, even in places with weaker local laws. 
They understand that protecting nature is not just a local issue 
but a global responsibility. Similarly, tax avoidance by using 
complex legal methods may follow the law, but it is not always 
ethical. Fair taxation supports schools, hospitals, and public 
services, so responsible companies think beyond profit when 
planning their taxes.

Ethical business in a global context requires balance. 
This approach is often called principled pragmatism. It 
means sticking to strong values such as honesty, fairness, and 
responsibility while also being practical about how these values 
are put into action in different places. Businesses also work 
with governments, communities, and civil society groups to 
face complex global problems. These partnerships create shared 
standards and tools for improvement. International frameworks 
such as the UN Global Compact and the OECD Guidelines 
for Multinational Enterprises offer voluntary rules to guide 
businesses across countries. They help companies act ethically 
while respecting the unique priorities of each region. In today’s 
connected world, businesses must think globally and act wisely 
to build trust and contribute to the common good.

3.3.6 Measuring and Communicating Ethi-
cal Performance

Assessing ethical performance helps organisations 
understand how well they are acting responsibly and where they 
can improve. It also shows others like employees, customers, 
and the public that the company is serious about doing the 
right thing. One way to measure this is by checking if rules 
and policies are being followed, such as laws or company 
guidelines. However, this only tells us the basic level of 
behaviour. To get a fuller picture, companies also look at how 
their actions affect the environment, how diverse and fair their 
workplaces are, how they treat workers in the supply chain, and 
how they support local communities. Surveys can be used to 
find out what people think and feel about the company’s ethics, 
which might not always match what the company believes 
about itself. Cultural assessments help examine the values, 
decision-making, and everyday behaviours in the workplace, 
while impact evaluations go a step further to check whether the 
company’s actions are actually making a positive difference for 
people and the planet.

To make these efforts meaningful, it is not enough for 
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companies to simply measure ethical performance; they must 
also share the results in a clear and honest way. Transparency 
principles suggest organisations should disclose both positive 
and negative information, acknowledge limitations in their 
data, and present information in accessible formats that 
facilitate meaningful stakeholder evaluation. Materiality 
assessments help companies identify which ethical issues most 
significantly impact their business and stakeholders, ensuring 
reporting focuses on matters of greatest importance rather than 
peripheral concerns. Integrated reporting connects financial 
and non-financial performance to demonstrate how ethical 
practices contribute to long-term value creation. This approach 
helps overcome the artificial separation between ‘business 
performance’ and ‘social responsibility.’

Independent verification enhances credibility through 
third-party assurance of reported information. Verification 
processes range from limited reviews of specific metrics to 
comprehensive assurance of entire sustainability reports. Digital 
communication tools enable more interactive, customised, and 
frequent ethical performance disclosure. These approaches 
complement traditional annual reports with real-time 
dashboards, social media engagement, and stakeholder feedback 
mechanisms. Effective measurement and communication serve 
multiple purposes: supporting internal improvement efforts, 
enhancing accountability to external stakeholders, managing 
risks, identifying innovation opportunities, and building 
trust. However, organisations must guard against allowing 
measurement and reporting to become ends in themselves 
rather than tools for driving meaningful ethical improvements.

3.3.7 Legal Frameworks and Ethical 
Business

In business ethics, understanding the link between legal 
rules and ethical responsibilities is very important. Following 
the law is the basic starting point for good business behaviour. 
Laws help make sure companies treat employees fairly, protect 
the environment, keep customers safe, and report finances 
honestly. But being ethical means doing more than just obeying 
the law. Sometimes, laws may not fully cover new or complex 
problems, and in such cases, companies are expected to act 
responsibly even if there is no specific rule. For example, a 
business might choose to protect customer data better than what 
the law requires or take extra care of the environment. Earlier, 
businesses mostly focused on following laws to avoid fines. But 
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today, they understand that breaking public trust can be just as 
harmful. People expect companies to do what is right, not just 
what is legal. This means businesses must think about both the 
rules and what their workers, customers, and society believe to 
be fair and responsible.

To help guide responsible behaviour, many countries have 
created legal systems that promote fairness and accountability 
in business. Corporate governance laws, for example, set rules 
for how companies should be managed by outlining the roles 
and duties of directors and protecting shareholder rights. These 
laws help prevent misuse of power and ensure businesses serve 
the interests of all stakeholders. Similarly, anti-corruption laws 
like the U.S. Foreign Corrupt Practices Act and the U.K. Bribery 
Act aim to stop bribery and require companies to take steps to 
prevent it. Labour laws also play an important role by setting 
standards for fair wages, safe working conditions, and equal 
treatment of workers. These legal measures are based on ethical 
values such as fairness, respect, and responsibility. They show 
how the law can support ethical business, while also reminding 
companies that real integrity often means going beyond what 
the law demands.

In addition to rules about how businesses are managed and 
how they treat employees, laws also address how companies 
affect the environment and consumers. Environmental 
regulations focus on limiting pollution, managing resources 
wisely, handling waste properly, and protecting nature. These 
laws are often guided by ethical ideas such as making those 
who cause harm pay for it (polluter pays) and being careful 
about risks to future generations. Consumer protection laws 
also play a key role by stopping false advertising, ensuring 
product safety, and requiring clear information. They aim to 
protect consumers, especially since businesses often have 
more power and knowledge. These laws reflect the belief that 
businesses have a duty to act fairly not only toward workers and 
the environment but also toward the people who buy and use 
their products.

While these legal rules provide important protections, they 
do not cover every situation businesses may face. To fill these 
gaps, many organisations rely on soft law instruments such 
as voluntary standards, industry codes, and multi-stakeholder 
initiatives. These tools are not legally binding, but they 
guide companies in doing what is right, especially in areas 
where formal laws are still developing. For example, benefit 
corporation laws allow companies to consider the interests of 
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employees, communities, and the environment, not just profit. 
Human rights due diligence laws require businesses to identify 
and avoid actions that might harm people. Regulators today 
also consider whether a company has a strong ethical culture 
when judging its actions. This shows how ethics and law are 
becoming more connected in encouraging responsible business 
behaviour.

3.3.8 Ethics and Technology in Business
Building on the importance of ethical responsibility in 

business, technological advancements introduce new and 
complex challenges that require careful attention. As companies 
increasingly rely on digital tools and artificial intelligence, 
they must address not only how they collect and protect 
personal data but also broader ethical issues such as fairness, 
transparency, and accountability. These concerns are especially 
important as AI systems make decisions that can significantly 
affect people’s lives, making human oversight essential. Digital 
privacy goes beyond simply keeping data secure. Businesses 
must also consider issues like surveillance, tracking, and the 
potential for manipulating behaviour, all while respecting 
the context in which information is shared. This creates a 
delicate balance between offering personalised services and 
protecting individual privacy. Social media platforms face 
additional ethical dilemmas related to moderating content, 
avoiding addictive designs, preventing misinformation, and 
safeguarding users’ mental health and the health of democratic 
processes. In this connected world, businesses must carefully 
weigh their responsibilities to uphold freedom of expression, 
maintain community standards, and consider the interests of all 
their stakeholders.

Given these complex ethical challenges, it is crucial 
that companies take a proactive and structured approach to 
how technology is designed and introduced. Ethical design 
frameworks, such as Value Sensitive Design, include ethical 
considerations throughout the entire process of creating 
technology instead of treating them as an afterthought. These 
methods help identify who will be affected by the technology, 
clarify important values, and carefully assess how design choices 
either support or harm those values. Before new technologies 
are put into use, ethics review processes evaluate their possible 
impacts, risks, and ways to reduce harm while ensuring they 
align with the organisation’s values and what society expects. 
Responsible innovation focuses on planning ahead, involving 
different people in discussions, reflecting on choices, and being 
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ready to respond to new concerns. This helps organisations 
handle uncertainty about how technology might affect people 
and stay flexible to fix unexpected problems. Additionally, 
industries work together to create ethical standards and best 
practices, understanding that teamwork is often needed to 
set fair rules and prevent companies from lowering ethical 
standards due to competition.

The ethical implications of technology extend beyond 
specific applications to broader questions about digital divides 
and access inequities that may concentrate technological benefits 
among already advantaged groups while excluding marginalised 
populations. Ethical approaches consider how to extend access 
and ensure technologies address diverse needs. Automation 
impacts employment and economic security as technologies 
replace certain human tasks. Businesses face decisions about 
responsibility for worker transitions, the appropriate pace of 
technological adoption, and balancing efficiency gains against 
social costs. Sustainability considerations regarding energy 
consumption, electronic waste, and resource requirements of 
digital technologies are crucial. Ethical approaches recognise 
and minimise the environmental footprints of technological 
systems. As technology continues transforming business and 
society, organisations that proactively address ethical dimensions 
position themselves to build trust, reduce risks, and contribute 
positively to technological governance while avoiding reactive 
responses to controversies or regulatory interventions.

3.3.9 Future Directions in Business Ethics
Business ethics is changing as society’s expectations, 

environmental issues, and economic conditions evolve. One 
important change is the shift from focusing only on shareholders 
(the people who invest money in a company) towards a broader 
idea called stakeholder capitalism. This means companies now 
consider the needs of all groups connected to their business, 
such as employees, local communities, customers, suppliers, 
and the environment, along with investors. Many business 
leaders support this approach, as shown by initiatives like the 
Business Roundtable’s new Statement on the Purpose of a 
Corporation, which highlights a company’s responsibility to  
different people and groups. At the same time, new business 
models focus on going beyond just reducing harm. Regenerative 
business practices aim to make positive contributions that help 
restore nature, support communities, and promote overall well-
being. Instead of only trying to limit damage, these businesses 
try to create benefits that improve the environment and society. 
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Some thinkers also look at business ethics in relation to larger 
economic systems, such as how competition, financial markets, 
and ways of measuring success can either support or limit 
ethical behaviour in companies.

Looking ahead, several important issues will shape 
business ethics. Climate change will be a major concern, with 
companies needing to reduce pollution, prepare for climate 
impacts, and help communities most affected. Inequality is also 
growing, raising questions about fair pay, taxes, and support 
for poorer groups. New technologies like artificial intelligence 
and biotechnology will require clear rules to manage risks and 
benefits. Businesses will also work on reducing waste through 
circular economy ideas, which means reusing materials and 
sharing the costs and benefits fairly. Young people are pushing 
companies to focus more on sustainability and social justice, 
while global political changes and crises like pandemics will 
create challenges and opportunities. Successful businesses in 
the future will plan ahead, include ethics in all their decisions, 
engage honestly with different groups, and work together to 
solve big problems that affect more than one company.
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Summarized Overview
Business ethics has evolved from a peripheral concern to a central consideration 

in corporate strategy and operations. The interrelated domains of corporate social 
responsibility, environmental ethics, and ethical decision-making provide frameworks 
for navigating complex moral terrain in contemporary business environments. Several 
key insights emerge from this exploration: First, ethical business practices represent both 
moral imperatives and strategic necessities in today’s environment. Organisations that 
integrate ethical considerations throughout their activities typically experience enhanced 
reputation, stronger stakeholder relationships, improved risk management, and greater 
innovation capacity, advantages that contribute to sustainable success. Second, effective 
implementation of business ethics requires systematic approaches rather than isolated 
initiatives. Organisations must align their formal structures, informal cultures, incentive 
systems, and leadership behaviours to support ethical conduct consistently throughout 
operations. Third, global complexity demands sophisticated ethical frameworks that 
balance universal principles with contextual sensitivity. Companies operating across 
diverse environments need coherent ethical foundations while adapting specific practices 
to local conditions and expectations. Fourth, technological transformation creates novel 
ethical challenges requiring proactive governance. Organisations that anticipate the ethical 
implications of technological innovation can shape development pathways that align with 
human values and avoid harmful consequences.
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Self-Assessment

1.	 Elaborate on corporate social responsibility.

2.	 Explain the views on business and the use of technology in ethics.

3.	 How do you justify culture and leadership in business ethics?

4.	 Discuss the concept of environmental ethics in the context of business operations.

5.	 Elucidate and point out decision-making in business operations.

6.	 What are the common challenges that businesses face when trying to make eth-
ical decisions?

7.	 What are some of the methods that businesses can use to measure the impact of 
their corporate social responsibility initiatives?

Finally, business ethics continues evolving towards more integrated, systemic 
perspectives that recognise interconnections between economic activities and broader 
social and environmental systems. Future-oriented approaches emphasise positive 
contributions to societal well-being beyond mere compliance or harm reduction. The 
business leaders who will thrive in coming decades will likely be those who view 
ethics not as constraints on business activity but as essential elements of value creation 
in a complex, interconnected world. By embracing this perspective, organisations can 
contribute to addressing pressing global challenges while building enterprises that endure 
through changing conditions.

Assignments
1.	 What does corporate social responsibility mean, and how can a business apply it 

in real  or imagined situations?

2.	 How would you include environmental ethics in your own business if you started 
one?

3.	 Create a short case of an ethical dilemma in business and explain how it should 
be resolved.

4.	 What are three ways businesses can reduce environmental harm? What is one new 
idea you would suggest?

5.	 Choose a business you admire and discuss how it follows ethical practices and 
where it can improve.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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BLOCK 4BLOCK 4
Legal and Gender EthicsLegal and Gender Ethics
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Learning Outcomes

UNIT 1
Legal Ethics

After completing this unit, the learner will be able to:

•	 recognize the fundamental principles of professional responsibilities and legal eth-

ics in the legal profession

•	 assess the lawyer’s role in promoting human rights and ensuring access to justice

•	 identify common ethical dilemmas in legal practice and develop effective strategies 

to resolve conflicts between duties to clients, courts, and society

Background 

Ethics forms the basis of the legal profession, serving as a guiding principle for lawyers 
and legal practitioners. Upholding ethical standards is crucial for maintaining public 
trust and ensuring the fair administration of justice. Lawyers must conduct themselves 
ethically in order to fulfil their duty to clients, the court, and society at large. Ethical 
conduct is essential for lawyers to fulfil their duty to clients, the court, and society as a 
whole. In order to fulfil a holistic human objective and thus contribute meaningfully to 
the broader order, one must use their professional skills in an ethical manner. As a result, 
a competent professional should practise their profession with the correct understanding, 
competence, and dedication to ensure that their work promotes human welfare, that is, 
the happiness and success of everyone, as well as the enhancement of the rest of nature.

Keywords

Legal advocay, Profession, Ehical Conduct, Justice, Moral Dilemma
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Discussion

Introduction
With the fundamental responsibility of maintaining justice, 

protecting rights, and enforcing the rule of law, the legal 
profession constitutes a vital aspect of society. The values of 
professional responsibility and legal ethics, which operate as 
the moral compass for attorneys and legal practitioners, are 
fundamental to this noble endeavour. These values direct their 
behaviour and decision-making, guaranteeing that they uphold 
the more general ideals of justice and equity while serving the 
interests of their clients. Legal ethics examines the obligations 
that members of the legal profession have to the public, the court, 
and their clients. To put it briefly, upholding the reputation and 
dignity of the legal profession is the primary goal of legal ethics. 
The appearance of legal ethics made its way only in the first half 
of the 20th century when there were criticisms from the public 
regarding the conduct of the members of the legal profession. 
In one sense, the term legal ethics refers narrowly to the system 
of professional regulations governing the conduct of lawyers. 
From the broader perspective, legal ethics cuts more deeply 
than legal regulation; it concerns the fundamentals of one’s 
moral life as a lawyer. The American Bar Association (ABA) 
was organised in order to uphold the honour of the members of 
the legal profession. In fact, every evaluation of law involves 
an ethical judgment. According to the ABA’s adopted legal 
ethics code, attorneys must treat the court with dignity, refrain 
from allowing political motivations to influence the choice of 
judges, refrain from giving a judge preferential treatment, and 
refrain from speaking with a judge in private while a case is 
pending. In order to preserve public trust and pursue justice, 
an unwavering commitment to professional responsibility and 
legal ethics is necessary.

The legal system is extremely intricate. It is frequently 
observed that the language of Acts and Regulations is quite 
difficult to understand and complex. For the citizens of 
the country to fully comprehend the meaning of the Act’s 
and Regulations’ provisions, the advice of the advocate is 
indispensable. Advocates and pleaders are hired not only to 
help the courts administer justice but also to provide expert 
advice, for which the public members who need their services 
are entitled to payment. A sound system of administration of 
justice should possess three ingredients, namely:

•	 Steadfast ethics and 
responsibility uphold 
trust and justice

•	 Advice of the 
advocates
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1.	 A well-planned body of laws based on wise concepts of 
social justice.

2.	 A judicial hierarchy comprised of the Bench and the 
Bar, learned in the law and inspired by the high princi-
ples of professional conduct.

3.	 The existence of a suitable generation to ensure a fair 
trial.

In order to keep society peaceful and orderly, lawyers are 
crucial. For a society to exist, there must be peace and order. 
The judges and advocates share accountability for upholding 
communal order. Instead of promoting strife, they settle it. They 
represent the rule of law, which is one of the highest roles in 
society. The advocate’s desired order is not the grave’s order. 
It is a justice-based order. On earth, people want justice above 
everything else. Advocates’ responsibility is to stand up for 
their clients’ legal justice or to resolve conflicts in accordance 
with the law.

4.1.1 Legal Ethics and Its Role in the Legal 
Profession

One definition of legal ethics is the set of rules and practices 
that establish the appropriate behaviour of the members of the 
Bar. Maintaining the honour and dignity of the legal profession, 
ensuring that the Bench and the Bar work together to promote 
the highest standards of justice, ensuring that attorneys conduct 
themselves honourably and fairly with their clients, opponents, 
and witnesses, fostering a sense of fraternity within the bar, and 
ensuring that attorneys fulfil their obligations to the public are 
the main goals of legal ethics. The distinctive feature of ethics 
in a profession is that it speaks to the unequal encounter of two 
moral persons. Legal ethics, which is a subject of study for 
lawyers, therefore, often becomes the study of what is good, 
not for me, but for the other person, over whom I have power. 
The legal profession is a profession of great honour, and it has 
been created not for private gain but for the public good.

Legal ethics differs from ethics generally: ethics is thinking 
about morals. Legal ethics is thinking about the morals of 
someone else. It is concerned with upholding the highest 
standards of professionalism, integrity, and competence within 
unity. Professional responsibility is a cornerstone of the legal 
profession, encompassing the multifaceted obligations and 
duties that legal practitioners owe to various stakeholders, 
including their clients, the courts, and society as a whole. At 

•	 Legal ethics guides 
lawyers to serve the 
public with honour 
and fairness

•	 Professional 
responsibility means 
integrity, diligence, 
and ethics for 
lawyers

•	 Just laws, ethical 
experts, and fair 
trials ensure justice

•	 Attorneys ensure 
justice and harmony 
through law
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its core, professional responsibility underscores the importance 
of accountability and unwavering adherence to ethical 
standards in the practice of law. One of the primary aspects of 
professional responsibility is the fiduciary duty lawyers owe 
to their clients. Lawyers are required to represent their clients 
with diligence and competence while keeping their information 
private and acting in their best interests. Legal professionals are 
accountable for maintaining the integrity and credibility of the 
courts, which reflects the faith that clients have in their legal 
guidance and is necessary for a fair legal system to operate. In 
addition to providing genuine and accurate information, they 
must follow the court’s rules and procedures and refrain from 
any actions that could jeopardise the administration of justice. 
This commitment to the court’s integrity ensures the fairness 
and efficacy of legal proceedings. Professional responsibility 
extends beyond individual cases; it also pertains to lawyers’ 
broader societal obligations. Legal practitioners have a duty to 
promote the rule of law, access to justice, and the public’s trust 
in the legal system.

When practicing law, a lawyer must deal with the widest 
range of human interactions and have his abilities continuously 
evaluated from every angle. This gives him a unique opportunity 
to develop the qualities that are necessary for pre-eminence in 
society. The capacity to analyse and sift facts, to penetrate the 
inmost recesses of the human mind and to discover there the 
sources of men’s actions and their true motives, and to perceive 
and present them with directness, accuracy and force, are qualities 
which the practice of the profession both demands and develops. 
No member of the legal profession ever hesitates to condemn 
injustice and tyranny. These qualities, which he possesses by 
education and by training, make him the leader of society as 
a matter of course. Professional responsibility extends beyond 
individual cases; it also pertains to lawyers’ broader societal 
obligations. Promoting the rule of law, access to justice, and 
public trust in the legal system are all obligations of attorneys. 
To preserve the credibility of the profession, they must do pro 
bono work (professional service for free or at a significantly 
reduced cost, typically to benefit individuals, organisations or 
communities in need), take part in legal education and reform 
initiatives, and adhere to the highest ethical standards. In 
essence, professional responsibility is the ethical framework that 
guides legal practitioners in their roles as advocates, advisors, 
and officers of the court. It serves as a fundamental pillar of 
the legal profession, fostering accountability and ensuring that 
lawyers contribute to the pursuit of justice and the betterment 

•	 Maintaining the 
integrity and 
credibility of the 
courts

•	 Lawyers lead by 
promoting justice, 
access, and ethics
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of society as a whole.

The Advocate Act and the Bar Councils were created in 
order to uphold the integrity of the legal profession. The Bar 
Council of India and the State Bar Councils have the authority 
to punish an advocate for professional or other misconduct. 
The phrase “misconduct” is broad; therefore, it might be 
challenging to define. Any unethical behaviour is interpreted 
as professional or other misconduct. An advocate will be found 
to have engaged in misconduct if his actions render him unfit 
to continue practicing law or undeserving of being given the 
responsibilities that come with being a lawyer.

4.1.1.1 On Being an Ethical Lawyer
One of the oldest philosophical issues, dating back to 

Plato’s criticism of the Sophists, is the morality of the lawyer’s 
duty. Surprisingly, however, in the century preceding the 1970s, 
relatively few contemporary jurists—and, by extension, very 
few moral philosophers—wrote about the professional ethics 
of lawyers. Attorneys support the administration of justice, 
defend their clients’ rights, and promote the promotion of 
human rights. Lawyers must “always act freely and diligently 
in accordance with the law and recognised standards and 
ethics of the legal profession” in order to perform these crucial 
duties. Legal ethics, sometimes referred to as “professional 
responsibility,” is the set of minimally acceptable conduct that 
a lawyer must adhere to. These standards are made up of ethical 
principles and obligations that attorneys “owe to one another, 
their clients, and to the courts.” What are the grounds upon 
which our conception of good and wrong in relation to lawyers’ 
professional activity is based and organised is an important 
concern. All people are supposed to have access to the law 
as a public resource. The lawyer’s job as a representative for 
the interests of others, however limited or defined, means that 
the lawyer will occasionally act and take actions that differ 
from what they would themselves do or seek in that particular 
circumstance. That means that being a lawyer may conflict 
with other ethical values of importance to the lawyer. The basic 
function of lawyers, of the legal profession, is to provide access 
to law for those who cannot access it without assistance. We 
presume that law is created and intended to have a positive effect 
(although this is a controvertible claim, appropriate for the third 
aspect of our question), and that it is intended to be available 
to all. As a whole, attorneys serve a morally acceptable (and 
perhaps even noble) purpose by granting access to this “good.” 

•	 Bar Councils protect 
legal integrity by 
disciplining unethical 
advocates

•	 Legal ethics guide 
lawyers to uphold 
justice and access
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This structural, institutional, and general basis serves as the 
functional foundation for the ethics (and ensuing morality) of 
attorneys.

4.1.1.2 Major Principles Emphasise the Relation-
ship between Lawyer and Client

Loyal Advocacy - Loyalty is the core moral requirement 
or value traditionally associated with legal practice. It has three 
defining features: that the lawyer be neutral towards the client’s 
goals, that the lawyer not be morally accountable for the client’s 
goals, and that the lawyer act as a partisan to accomplish the 
client’s goals. Loyal partisanship requires the lawyer to place 
the interests of the client above those of other people. A lawyer 
will help the client to achieve goals despite the consequences 
for others. It also requires the lawyer to place the interests 
of the client above their own. As recently described by the 
Supreme Court: “A fundamental duty of a lawyer is to act in 
the best interest of his or her client to the exclusion of all other 
adverse interests, except those duly disclosed by the lawyer and 
willingly accepted by the client.

1.	 The Principle of Neutrality - The lawyer must not al-
low his or her own view of the moral merits of the cli-
ent’s objectives or character to affect the diligence or 
zealousness with which they pursue the client’s lawful 
objectives.

2.	 The Principle of Non-accountability - The principle 
according to which lawyers are not to be judged by 
the moral status of their client’s projects, even though 
the lawyer’s assistance was necessary to the pursuit of 
those projects. Lawyers might have strong moral ob-
jections to a client’s projects but accept the importance 
of appealing to the procedurally allocated rights rather 
than to their own moral preferences.

3.	 The Principle of Partisanship - This principle calls 
upon lawyers to aggressively and single-mindedly pur-
sue the client’s interests all the way up to the limits of 
the law.

The values of equal access to law and the autonomy of each 
individual suggest that each lawyer ought not to be making law 
for each situation. In addition, clients, particularly individual 
clients, are often dependent and vulnerable in relation to 
their lawyers, and lawyers are in a position to be tempted to 
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exploit that vulnerability by making choices that serve the 
lawyer’s interests rather than the client’s. Having analysed 
the ethical standards in various legal traditions, one can 
deduce several core principles as guiding the legal profession 
worldwide, including independence, honesty, integrity, loyalty, 
confidentiality, fair treatment, diligence, and competence. 
While many core principles are shared across legal systems, 
a lawyer’s interpretation and understanding of them is shaped 
and nuanced by the legal system in which he or she operates. 
Professional legal ethics are subjective and contextual, because 
the legal profession and the practice of law are necessarily 
defined in large part by the specific culture of which they are 
a product.

4.1.2 Norms of the Legal Profession
The legal profession is not a trade or a business, so it is 

necessary to uphold the integrity of the profession. One must 
adhere to the norms of the profession; it is a well-established 
practice, including the following:

•	 Maintain the dignity of the judiciary; do not give bribes 
or scandalise the court.

•	 Constantly absenting oneself from the court.

•	 Forged attestation.

•	 Failure to attend the trial after accepting duty.

•	 Taking money from the client in the name of the judge.

•	 Negligence involving moral turpitude.

•	 Duties in cross-examination - cannot be indecent in 
terms of cross-examination, ask questions to find out 
facts, should not have own opinions.

The client and the attorney have a relationship based 
on confidence and trust. The legal profession is based on 
the principle of client-attorney privilege. Protecting the 
confidentiality of communications between a lawyer and their 
client is a crucial legal principle. It promotes open and honest 
conversation, enabling clients to obtain legal guidance without 
worrying that the information they provide will be revealed. 
Except in certain cases, the lawyer is not allowed to share 
sensitive material without the client’s permission. The client-
attorney privilege, then, protects confidentiality and guarantees 
that private information is kept secret unless the client decides 
to share it. The client engages the lawyer for personal reasons 

•	 Professional legal 
ethics are shaped 
by culture, making 
them subjective and 
contextual
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and is at liberty to leave them also, for the same reasons. They 
are under no obligation to give reasons for withdrawing their 
brief from their lawyer. The lawyer, in turn, is their client’s 
respectable, accountable spokesperson rather than an agent. 
They are not bound to tell the court every fact or urge every 
proposition of law that their client wants them to, however 
irrelevant they may be. They are essentially an adviser to their 
client and are rightly called a counsel in some jurisdictions. The 
lawyer has the freedom to select the facts and legal arguments 
they will put forward after becoming acquainted with the case’s 
facts. As a responsible court official and a crucial component 
of the administration of justice, the attorney has obligations to 
both the court and the opposing party. For justice to be served, 
they must be fair. If they only represent their client, they demean 
themselves.

Being an officer of justice and a friend of the court is the 
fundamental tenet that establishes an advocate’s rights and 
obligations with regard to the court. This is the primary role. 
Therefore, claiming that they acted as their client’s agent 
cannot excuse behaviour that is unworthy of them as an officer 
of justice. Being an officer of justice does not imply that they 
are the judge’s subordinate. It simply indicates that they are an 
essential component of the system used to administer justice. An 
ethical lawyer constantly respects the law, the client, the bench, 
maintains good relations with other members or attorneys, and 
shows respect for both the opponent and the court.

4.1.3 Ethical Dilemmas Faced by Legal 
Professionals

Laws are typically passed in order to uphold moral 
principles. Among the immoral behaviours are assault, robbery, 
murder, etc. Laws are explicitly passed in order to prevent 
these unethical acts. Fresh legislation is passed to stop societal 
ills from proliferating. When faced with a choice between 
two options, none of which are entirely acceptable from an 
ethical perspective, one is presented with an ethical dilemma, 
sometimes referred to as a moral dilemma or ethical paradox. 
Ethical dilemmas are an inherent part of the legal profession. 
Addressing them requires a deep understanding of legal ethics, 
commitment to justice, and a willingness to seek guidance 
from professional codes and peers. Due to their complicated 
and usually conflicting obligations to clients, the court, society, 
and themselves, legal professionals regularly face ethical 
dilemmas in their respective fields of work. These dilemmas, 

•	 An advocate’s main 
duty is to serve as an 
officer of justice and 
a friend of the court

•	 Advocate’s rights 
and obligations

•	 Moral dilemma are 
inherent part of  legal 
Profession
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which make decision-making difficult, occur when values like 
justice, equity, confidentiality, and professional ethics clash. 
Moral dilemmas involve situations in which one cannot escape 
deciding in which not to decide is to decide and in which doing 
nothing has the moral status of doing something. Genuine moral 
dilemmas always involve sacrificing something of significant 
moral value since they involve conflicts of values we want to 
preserve or minimally values we think are worth respect—
values like loyalty to a colleague, a client’s right to privacy 
and confidentiality, a client’s welfare, the public good, veracity, 
personal integrity, and legitimate self-interest.

Ethical dilemmas can take many different forms. Conflicts 
of interest, safeguarding client confidentiality, finding a balance 
between zealous advocacy and openness or candour with the 
court, and managing relationships with clients are a few typical 
ethical challenges. These dilemmas require careful consideration 
and ethical decision-making to ensure that lawyers uphold 
their professional obligations. Ethical decision-making plays a 
vital role in maintaining the integrity of the legal profession. 
Upholding ethical standards ensures fair and just outcomes, 
protects client interests, fosters public trust, and upholds the 
rule of law. Ethical decision-making guides legal professionals 
in navigating complex situations and enables them to act in their 
clients’ best interests while upholding the legal system’s values.

The common ethical dilemmas faced by legal professionals 
can be summed up as follows:

1.	 Zealous advocacy is a crucial component of legal prac-
tice, in which lawyers vigorously defend the rights of 
their clients and passionately deliver their defences. 
However, this obligation to advocate fervently must 
be balanced with the attorney’s duty of candour to the 
court. Candour requires attorneys to be truthful, trans-
parent, and forthcoming with the court, even if it may 
not align with their client’s desired outcome. Striking the 
right balance between zealous advocacy and candour is 
crucial to maintaining the integrity of the legal system.

2.	 A conflict of interest occurs when an attorney’s per-
sonal, professional, or financial interests conflict with 
their duty to act in the best interests of their clients. A 
lawyer’s loyalty and commitment to their clients’ inter-
ests depend largely on their ability to avoid conflicts of 
interest. Attorneys should avoid situations that might 
compromise their judgment, whether due to personal in-

•	 Ethical dilemmas are 
common in law due 
to conflicting duties 
to clients, courts, and 
society

•	 Ethical decisions 
help lawyers meet 
duties, protect 
clients, and uphold 
legal integrity
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terests or duties to other clients or third parties. Identify-
ing and managing possible conflicts of interest requires 
communication and openness in order to maintain the 
integrity and trust that goes along with the lawyer-cli-
ent relationship. Conflicts of interest can arise in vari-
ous forms, including: Concurrent conflicts occur when 
an attorney represents multiple clients whose interests 
directly conflict with each other. For example, repre-
senting both parties in a divorce case or representing 
clients with competing business interests. Successive 
conflicts arise when an attorney’s current representa-
tion conflicts with their past or ongoing representation 
of another client. For instance, representing a new 
client whose interests are adverse to a former client. 
Personal conflicts occur when an attorney’s interests 
or relationships may influence their ability to provide 
unbiased and diligent representation. Personal conflicts 
may involve family members, close friends, or finan-
cial connections while promoting justice and fairness.

3.	 One ethical dilemma that attorneys may encounter is 
the temptation to engage in personal relationships with 
clients. Personal relationships can blur the boundaries 
and compromise the attorney’s objectivity, professional 
judgment, and ability to act solely in the client’s best 
interests. Such relationships may lead to conflicts of 
interest, breaches of confidentiality, or impair the at-
torney’s ability to provide independent legal advice.

4.	 Lawyers must uphold the highest standards of profession-
al integrity, honesty, and ethical conduct. However, they 
may face dilemmas when pressured to compromise these 
principles by unethical requests from clients, opposing 
counsel, or other parties involved in the legal process.

5.	 Lawyers are obliged to maintain client confidentiality 
under attorney-client privilege. The right to confiden-
tiality is the property of the client and not the solicitor. 
Only the client can waive it. The doctrine is justified and 
its purpose internationally recognised on the basis that 
it safeguards access to justice and the protection of indi-
vidual legal rights. It also encourages frankness between 
client and lawyer, without which proper advice and hon-
est representation cannot be ensured. This is of particu-
lar importance when a client is accused of a crime. It can 
place a grave moral burden upon a solicitor who, under 
its umbrella, may not—indeed must not—tell the po-
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lice if the client confesses to the commission of a crime, 
whether fraud or murder or child abuse; nor, subject 
to statutory compulsion, should they report suspicion 
of such matters to the police or regulatory authorities; 
and the lawyer is confronted with an ethical dilemma.

4.1.4 Legal ethics and social justice
The principles of justice and law are inseparable. Justice, 

regardless of what else one thinks it is, is a matter of the 
conduct of individuals toward others. This is true whether the 
individual is an official or a citizen and the others are citizens 
or officials. So long as justice requires any particular conduct or 
forbids other conduct, even if the requirement is as fundamental 
as “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,” 
the requirement of justice can be stated as the content of the 
obligations of one person toward another. Debates about 
justice are therefore, at least in part, debates about the content 
of obligations between individuals. When justice is seen as a 
relationship between people, not just as an abstract idea about 
the state or about the people in general, it is capable of being 
seen as an ethical relationship among individuals. Given that 
the best justification for the state is that it pursues justice, and 
given that anything the state pursues is likely to be pursued by 
laws, then the relationship between ethics and justice suggests 
that there ought to be a relationship between ethics, justice, and 
law. The state must have some role in ethics, and ethics must 
have some role in our idea of the state.

The most straightforward link between ethics, laws, and 
justice is one in which the enforcement of ethics by the laws 
results in justice. According to this model, justice is served 
when the law remains in force and the individual fulfils their 
obligation to act in a certain way, or if they fail to do so, they 
are punished. Ethics, on the other hand, describe the most 
ethical conduct of an individual in a given circumstance. A 
law that prohibits homicide is the quintessential illustration of 
this approach. Every individual has an ethical duty to refrain 
from taking another person’s life unless there is an extremely 
compelling reason to do so, such as self-defence against a threat 
to their own life. The law creates an identical obligation, and one 
of our most fundamental notions of justice is that the state will 
ensure that these obligations are enforced. Any civilised and 
caring society must have access to justice and the law, which 
is a fundamental requirement in a democracy where the rule of 
law is upheld. Being treated properly under the law and having 
the ability to seek the proper recourse if you are not treated 

•	 Justice and law are 
linked because laws 
uphold ethical duties 
between people

•	 Justice happens 
when laws enforce 
ethics and everyone 
has fair access to the 
legal system
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fairly are both components of access to justice. It also means 
having access to law, less complex procedures, and everyone 
having some basic understanding of their rights.

In addition to having access to courts and legal recourse, 
access to justice also entails having effective governance, which 
includes transparency and accountability in the creation of laws 
as well as in the process of implementing and administering 
them. It also includes awareness and access to government 
schemes and programmes and entitlements. Access to justice is 
hampered by a number of factors, including complicated rules 
and procedures, a backlog of cases, delays in the administration 
of justice, and corruption. In order to better serve the interests 
of all citizens—especially the weaker and more marginalised 
segments of society—the laws, legal structures, and processes 
must be reformed. There have been many accomplishments 
since India became a social, democratic republic ruled by the 
rule of law, yet a significant portion of the population is still 
ignorant of the law, which leads to injustice, inequality, and 
disempowerment. Everyone should have access to the law and 
legal information if the law is equal for everyone. There must 
be equal access to justice and the law if equal justice under the 
law is to be accomplished.

Access to justice is a prerequisite to secure the realisation 
of rights. Where a person suffers the violation of his right, he 
needs a mechanism that can grant him relief or the redressal of 
his wrong. Without access, justice is merely an illusion. Access 
to justice demands that the State has put mechanisms in place 
which are capable of dispensing justice. These mechanisms 
are normally the courts of law. A person who has suffered the 
violation of his right may approach a court of law for justice to 
be done to him. It is impossible to overstate how crucial access 
to justice is for both the citizens and the state. It is important 
to keep in mind that democracy and the rule of law depend on 
having access to justice. The rule of law guarantees that officials 
faithfully carry out laws passed by the appropriate authority, 
that anyone seeking to enforce the law has reasonable access to 
the courts, that no one is condemned without being heard, that 
power is not used arbitrarily, and that court orders are obeyed. 
Justice and its administration are significant requirements for the 
rule of law. The courts serve as the guardians of rights, allowing 
individuals to protect them against violations by other members 
of society. Actions against government to limit executive power 
and ensure that government is accountable are also important 
aspects of the rule of law. It thus stands to reason that if people 

•	 Equal justice 
requires equal access 
to the law

•	 Access to justice 
protects rights and 
upholds the rule of 
law SG
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are unable to access courts to protect their rights, respect for the 
rule of law is diminished. Being able to take part in the judicial 
process is proof of access to justice. The term essentially 
centres on a person’s access to the legal system. What needs to 
be examined is whether individuals are in a position financially 
or otherwise to avail themselves of the remedy provided under 
the law in the event of a violation of their rights.

The ability of a person to reach out to the court and 
obtain a favourable resolution of his grievance is the basis for 
determining how accessible a justice system is. In this context, 
accessibility refers to the lack of hurdles that prevent people 
from effectively using the means of justice. According to 
legal scholars, there are certain situations in which individuals 
whose fundamental rights have been violated would not be able 
to practically petition the court for remedies. Factors such as 
exorbitant costs, cumbersome procedures, dilatory and time-
consuming justice, legal representation, and geographical 
distance are some among many factors that undermine the 
accessibility of courts as a dispute resolution mechanism. 
Through courts that make decisions and ascertain parties’ 
rights, the State administers justice. Being creatures of the 
law, they enjoy such powers and jurisdiction which the statute 
confers on them. Depending on the legal system, citizens can 
typically access both superior and subordinate courts directly to 
report violations of their fundamental rights. Additionally, there 
are tribunals to adjudicate on specific disputes, and there are 
special courts constituted with specific purposes.

In a world where inequality and discrimination are 
still prevalent, it is essential to advocate for marginalised 
communities. It is crucial to support vulnerable or marginalised 
communities in a society where injustice and inequality persist. 
The term “marginalised communities” describes groups of 
individuals who experience discrimination, oppression, or 
disadvantage because of their gender, sexual orientation, 
religion, race, or any other social identity. Advocacy is the 
act of helping individuals express their desires, protect their 
rights, stand up for their interests, and get the assistance they 
require. Together with the individuals they assist, advocates and 
advocacy programmes work to advance social justice, equality, 
and inclusion. Advocacy involves supporting counselling, 
advising, providing legal support, empowering, speaking up, 
safeguarding, and helping the people of marginalised groups 
to make decisions. The voices of marginalised communities are 
often overlooked, and they experience many forms of violence 

•	 Access to justice 
protects rights and 
upholds the rule of 
law

•	 Justice is accessible 
when there are no 
barriers to legal 
remedies
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and injustice. Therefore, there is a need for ethical advocacy of 
disadvantaged populations, which entails addressing systemic 
injustices to these communities and advancing human rights, 
equity, and inclusion for people and groups that experience 
oppression, exclusion, or discrimination. In order to abolish 
systemic injustices, an ethical advocate must refrain from harm, 
paternalism, and the imposition of external agendas. They take 
an intersectional approach, recognising that overlapping forms 
of discrimination, such as those based on race, sex, gender, 
or economic disparity, have various impacts upon people. As 
a result, they address issues and conflicts, provide a space 
for public discussions, and help people find solutions to the 
problems they face. Transparency, cultural competence, and 
collaboration are central to ethical advocacy, as these values 
build trust and create meaningful partnerships with affected 
communities.

•	 Ethical advocacy 
supports 
marginalised 
communities and 
promotes justice and 
inclusion

Summarized Overview

The cornerstones of the legal practice are professional responsibility and legal ethics, 
which act as the moral compass that directs attorneys in their capacities as guardians 
of social justice and trust. These principles are not static; they must evolve to address 
contemporary challenges while preserving their core values. In a constantly evolving 
legal environment, the profession must deal with new moral conundrums resulting from 
globalisation, technological advancements, and evolving societal norms or standards. 
Nonetheless, the unwavering adherence to these principles remains necessary. To 
overcome these challenges, attorneys have to adapt while maintaining the timeless 
principles of honesty, discretion, and client loyalty. The future of the legal profession 
depends on its capacity to uphold and modify its ethical standards. By doing this, the 
public’s trust in the judicial system is maintained, and attorneys are guaranteed to 
remain trustworthy guardians of justice. As legal practitioners embrace evolving ethical 
considerations, they play a pivotal role in safeguarding the rule of law and serving the 
broader societal good. In doing so, they uphold the profession’s enduring mission.

Self-Assessment
1.	 What are the characteristics of an ethical lawyer, and analyse the importance of 

trust, confidentiality, and diligence between the attorney and the client?

2.	 Bring forth the responsibility of a lawyer in addressing systemic injustices in 
society?
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Assignments

1.	 Analyse the role of a lawyer in ensuring justice for marginalised communities 
and also point out the epistemic injustices faced by the marginalised communi-
ties.

2.	 Discuss the fundamental ethical principles that govern advocate behaviour. How 
do these principles ensure the preservation of justice and protection of clients’ 
rights in the concept of “loyal advocacy”?

3.	 Examine the role of lawyer-client privilege in promoting ethical legal practice. 
Why is confidentiality essential for ensuring access to justice and maintaining 
client trust?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Learning Outcomes

UNIT 2
Gender Ethics

After completing this unit, the learner will be able to:

•	 describe the role of gender ethics in promoting justice, equity, and inclusivity

•	 distinguish between sex and gender, and explain their biological and social dimen-

sions

•	 identify forms of gender-based marginalisation, including systemic and cultural bi-

ases

•	 analyse care ethics as a relational and context-sensitive moral framework

•	 recognise the importance of gender sensitisation in fostering inclusive and respect-

ful environments

Background 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that all people are born free 
and equal in dignity and rights. Ethical behaviour entails treating people in this spirit, 
regardless of their gender. However, both consciously and unconsciously, people and 
societies have allowed and tolerated the exclusion and denial of basic human rights by 
labelling those outside of their circle as the “Other.” When we look for and identify 
differences from “us,” we construct an “out” group. The terms by which we are recognised 
as human are socially articulated and changeable. And sometimes the very terms that 
confer ‘humanness’ on some individuals are those that deprive certain other individuals 
of the possibility of achieving that status, producing a differential between the human 
and the less-than-human. Certain humans are recognised as less human, and certain 
humans are not recognised as humans at all. Historically, gender has been one of the 
most common bases of exclusion, and as a result, women and girls are disproportionately 
targeted by various forms of gender-based violence and discrimination. This is not to 
imply that men and boys are invulnerable to discrimination. Nevertheless, in order to 
fully comprehend how gender functions in society, one must also understand how gender 
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interacts with other structures of power, such as race, class, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
or age. Structural inequalities place women at a disadvantage in terms of access to rights 
and opportunities because men have historically asserted power over women. So, the 
basic concern one must keep in mind while approaching gender studies must be guided 
by the question of what maximises the possibility for a liveable life and what minimises 
the possibility of an unbearable life.

Keywords

Sex, Gender, Social construct, Care, Justice

Discussion

Introduction
The concept of gender has emerged as a way of thinking that 

reflects our humanity. As a result, it indicates our perception of 
ourselves and enables us to express our humanity in specific 
ways. At the same time, it challenges this self-perception and 
critiques these corresponding representations. Perhaps the most 
noticeable aspect of current discussions is the dual nature of 
gender thinking, which permits both revealing in and withdrawal 
from representation. It is this dual nature that contributes to the 
richness and complexity of the discourse surrounding gender 
ethics. Sex and gender are two distinct ideas. Sex is a biological 
identity, but gender is a social construct. Sex is a biological 
construct that encapsulates the anatomical, physiological, 
genetic, and hormonal variation that exists in species. Our 
knowledge and understanding of sex have changed as we 
have come to appreciate the great diversity that exists within 
populations. Gender is the social categorisation of male and 
female identity, much like the biological separation of sexes 
into male and female.

Institutions including the media, religious, educational, 
medical, and other political and social systems both produce 
and influence gender, resulting in a deeply ingrained, rarely 
questioned, yet incredibly powerful societal gender structure. 
One of the ways we think about differences is through gender, 
which serves as a marker of what makes men and women 
different and makes us wonder why and how we differ and 

•	 Gender is a social 
construct, different 
from biological sex

SG
O
U



135SGOU - SLM - MA PHILOSOPHY - Applied Ethics 

are not alike. So, it is one of the ways in which we think our 
common humanity, about what it is that makes us beings who 
are able to live together, to communicate with each other, to 
love one another and to form relationships. Thinking with 
gender is thus a form of self-reflection, which has taken up its 
place especially within the human sciences that have attended 
to this outpouring of ourselves wholly into our world. Gender 
studies lead into a political programme of resistance and change 
to social structures and into a personal agenda of troubling and 
affirming one’s identity.

4.2.1 Sex and Gender
American psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Robert Stoller 

claims that gender is a psychological construct while sex is 
a biological ascription. Gender is the social construction of 
biological sex, while sex itself is a biological classification 
based mostly on reproductive capacity. Our institutions, 
behaviours, attitudes, and desires are all so deeply ingrained 
with gender that it seems completely natural to us. Ideas about 
gender are all over prevalent, and because they are so widely 
taken for granted, we accept common adages as scientific truth 
and assume that they are true. We consider gender to be social 
and sex to be biological, although this is not always the case. 
People tend to think of gender as the result of nurture – as 
social and hence fluid – while sex is the result of nature, simply 
given by biology. However, nature and nurture intertwine, and 
there is no obvious point at which sex leaves off and gender 
begins. But the sharp demarcation fails because there is no 
single objective biological criterion for male or female sex. 
Sex is based on a combination of anatomical, endocrinal and 
chromosomal features, and the selection among these criteria 
for sex assignment is based very much on cultural beliefs 
about what actually makes someone male or female. Thus, the 
very definition of the biological categories male and female, 
and people’s understanding of themselves and others as male 
or female, is ultimately social. The individual develops their 
gender and their gendered identity through social and personal 
interactions. In fact, sex and gender are two different types of 
identities having different characteristics. One is biologically 
constructed and the other is socially and culturally constructed.

According to American sexologist Anne Fausto-Sterling, 
designating someone as a man or a woman is a social decision. 
Our sex is defined by our gender beliefs, not by science, even 
if we may utilise scientific knowledge to guide our decision. 
Furthermore, our beliefs about gender affect what kinds of 

•	 Gender shapes how 
we see differences 
and identity

•	 Sex is biological; 
gender is social and 
personal
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knowledge scientists produce about sex in the first place. 
Gender is the very process of creating a dichotomy by effacing 
similarity and elaborating on difference, and where there are 
biological differences, these differences are exaggerated and 
extended in the service of constructing gender. Simone de 
Beauvoir, the famous existentialist philosopher and feminist 
activist, made the famous claim that “Women are not born, they 
are made.” The same is true of men. The making of a man or a 
woman is a never-ending process that begins before birth, from 
the moment someone begins to wonder if the pending child will 
be a boy or a girl. And the ritual announcement at birth that it 
is, in fact, one or the other instantly transforms an “it” into a 
“he” or a “she”, standardly assigning it to a lifetime as a male 
or as a female. As the famous gender theorist Judith Butler has 
pointed out, gender is not something natural or innate, but is 
being performed. It is a social construction.

Being a boy or a girl is not a static state; rather, it is a 
continuous accomplishment that is actively pursued by the 
person who is classified as such, as well as by others who come 
into interaction with them in the various communities to which 
they belong. While we often like to think of sex as biological 
and gender as social, both concepts are socially constructed and 
therefore subject to change over time. Sex and the ways we 
parse the categories male, female, intersex, and other are not 
biologically inherent but relative to place and time. Different 
cultures conceptualise sex variation in different ways, and our 
understandings of sex have changed over time (and continue to 
change) as biological variation is discovered and measurement 
techniques are refined. For example, procedures for assessing 
babies’ sex at birth have evolved in recent years, particularly 
in the wake of the intersex movement that actively advocates 
for those whose reproductive or sexual anatomy is not clearly 
male or female, and can now include genetic and chromosomal 
reviews in addition to visual assessment of the genitals.

In society, individuals perform their assigned gender 
roles. Social conventions that specify how people should act, 
dress, talk, or interact according to their perceived gender are 
known as gender roles. Gender roles influence many facets of 
daily life by structuring the different “parts” that people play 
throughout their lives. Gender roles are a powerful means of 
social organisation that impact many aspects of society. For 
this reason, individuals inevitably internalise conventional and 
stereotypic gender roles, irrespective of their particular chosen 
gender, and develop their sense of gender in the face of strong 

•	 Gender is socially 
constructed and 
performed, not 
purely biological

•	 Sex and gender are 
social constructs that 
change over time and 
across cultures

•	 Gender roles are 
social norms that 
shape behaviour and 
life experiences
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messaging about the correct gender role for their perceived body. 
Gender roles shape and constrain individuals’ experiences; 
men, women, and other genders are treated differently and have 
diverse life trajectories as a result of their ascribed role and the 
degree to which they conform.

The traits and behaviours commonly associated with men 
and women are femininity and masculinity, respectively. 
Masculinity is a socially constructed component of gender 
that is typically associated with men and male characteristics 
and traits like strength, rationality, leadership, and the like. 
Femininity is often associated with femaleness and the traits 
associated with women, like empathy, grace, emotion, and the 
like. Masculinity and femininity are socially and culturally 
constructed; they vary across time and cultures. The famous 
feminist thinker Moira Gatens points out that masculinity 
is not valued unless performed by a biological male. Hence, 
the male body is imbued in our culture with certain traits that 
characterise maleness or masculinity. Hence the human norm 
of male supremacy. Similarly, femininity is performed by the 
biological female. The female body in our culture is imbued with 
certain traits that characterise female or femininity. According 
to Judith Butler, any theorisation about gender introduces the 
notion or idea of performance of gender in terms of masculinity 
and femininity. Thus, the performance of gender becomes 
involuntary as gender gets internalised through the socialisation 
process within the dominant discourses of patriarchy. Gender is 
performed at different levels within the family and in society. 
We socially enter into our gendered categories of masculine and 
feminine right from birth.

Sexuality refers to a person’s capacity for sexual feelings and 
their emotional and sexual attraction to a particular sex (male or 
female). Sexuality or sexual orientation is typically divided into 
four categories: heterosexuality, the attraction to individuals of 
the opposite sex; homosexuality, the attraction to individuals of 
one’s own sex; bisexuality, the attraction to individuals of either 
sex; and asexuality, no attraction to either sex. Everyone has a 
gender identity, which is part of their overall identity. Gender 
identity reflects a deeply felt and experienced sense of one’s own 
gender. A person’s gender identity is typically aligned with the 
sex assigned to them at birth. Society privileges and normalises 
heterosexual relationships while discriminating against and 
discouraging all other sexual orientations and relationships, 
which paves the way for heteronormativity. Heterosexuality 
normalises heteronormativity, suggesting that heterosexuality 

•	 Masculinity 
and femininity 
are cultural 
performances learned 
from birth

•	 Sexuality and 
gender identity vary, 
but society often 
enforces norms 
that marginalise 
non-traditional 
expressions
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is the default, natural, or superior sexual orientation. This leads 
to the marginalisation of non-heterosexual and non-traditional 
relationships like transgender, lesbian, gay, and other similar 
identities. Transgender individuals are considered a ‘third 
gender’ whose appearance and characteristics are seen as gender 
atypical and whose sense of their own gender is different from 
the sex that they were assigned at birth. People whose gender 
expression (the way in which we express our gender through 
actions and appearance) does not fit into society’s norms and 
expectations, such as men perceived as “feminine” and women 
perceived as “masculine,” often face harsh sanctions, including 
physical, sexual, and psychological violence and bullying. A 
person’s gender expression is not always linked to the person’s 
biological sex, gender identity, or sexual orientation.

Depending on their biological sex, society assigns men and 
women specific gender roles; deviation from these roles leads 
to the emergence of gender stereotypes, which are negative 
and partial attitudes that acknowledge and assess the traits, 
position, role, and capacity of men and women. Stereotyping 
how we should behave according to our sex has led to many 
assumptions and notions about the right fit for a particular 
sex. The consequences of these gender stereotypes are gender 
inequality, the continuous reproduction of gender inequalities, 
and gender-based violence. Another generalisation that plagued 
society a few decades ago and still is prevalent in some forms 
is that gender roles are a gift of nature based on one’s biological 
sex and hence come naturally to a man or a woman. This led to 
issues in society when a man or a woman refused to conform 
to the natural role and tried to do something different. The 
changes around us necessitate that we look beyond gender 
and gender roles and instead look at the person objectively. 
Gender is fluid, as seen by the several developing genders that 
are currently emerging, such as transgender, LGBTQIA+, and 
others. Therefore, rigidity and narrow mindsets are no longer 
relevant, and it is imperative that we look beyond stereotypes 
about gender and gender roles.

The ethics of care has emerged in recent decades as a viable 
substitute for the prevalent moral theories that have been invoked 
during the past two centuries. It is changing the ways moral 
problems are often interpreted and changing what many think 
the recommended approaches to moral issues ought to be. With 
interest in normative perspectives expanding everywhere—
from the outlines of egalitarian families and workplaces, to 
the moral responsibilities of parents and citizens, to the ethical 

•	 Gender roles create 
harmful stereotypes, 
but gender is fluid 
and should be seen 
openly
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evaluations of governmental and foreign policies—the ethics 
of care offers hope for rethinking in more fruitful ways how 
we ought to guide our lives. Ethics of Care, also known as 
Care Ethics, has developed historically from the feminist 
tradition of recognising, and requiring, that we can and should 
respond to marginalised members of the community with care 
and empathy. It is a normative ethical theory that holds that 
moral action centres on interpersonal relationships and care or 
benevolence as a virtue.

Care ethics has been selected from several ethical theories 
that can be employed to address gender discrimination 
because, as previously said, it has historical ties to feminism 
and is an influential theory that offers us an extensive range of 
resources for addressing gender and sexuality. Ethics of care 
is a normative ethical theory, which means that it is a theory 
about what makes actions morally right or wrong. The ethics 
of care moral imperative goes beyond our legal responsibilities 
and urges us to act even where it may be uncomfortable to 
do so. According to the ethics of care, acting morally means 
more than the passive idea of “do no harm”. Doing the right 
thing means acting to make the world a better place for those 
who have been made vulnerable or otherwise excluded and/or 
marginalised. This theory can be traced back to Carol Gilligan 
and Nel Noddings in the early 1980s.

The moral theory of care ethics, which placed a strong 
emphasis on relationships, empathy, and the caring of others in 
moral decision-making, was developed by Carol Gilligan. She 
contends that since we have spent centuries listening to men’s 
voices and the theories of development that are based on their 
experiences, we have only just begun to notice women’s silence 
and the difficulties in hearing them when they do speak. Yet in 
the different voice of women lies the truth of an ethics of care, 
the tie between relationship and responsibility and the origins 
of aggression in the failure of connection. The failure to see the 
different reality of women’s lives and to hear the differences in 
their voices stems, in part, from the assumption that there is a 
single mode of social experience and interpretation.

Nel Noddings highlights the importance of compassionate 
relationships in moral decision-making. Her philosophy 
emphasises the lived experience of empathy and compassion 
rather than abstract, principle-based ethics like utilitarianism 
and deontology. For Noddings, the moral ideal is rooted in the 
practice of care, which arises naturally from the connections 
and interdependence among individuals. The relationship 

•	 The ethics of care 
focuses on care and 
empathy in moral 
actions

•	 Care ethics urges 
moral action 
beyond duty to help 
marginalised groups

•	 Carol Gilligan’s 
care ethics values 
women’s voices and 
empathy, challenging 
male-centred viewsSG
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between the one-caring (the caregiver) and the cared-for (the 
one receiving care) is of the utmost significance according 
to Noddings’ care ethics. The nature of this relationship is 
reciprocal; the person providing care gives attention and 
attends to the needs of the person receiving care, and the 
person receiving care plays a vital role by acknowledging and 
responding to the care. This mutual engagement ensures that 
care is not simply a one-sided act but a dynamic interaction. 
She places significant emphasis on empathy and attentiveness 
as the foundation of moral action. She emphasises that each 
person’s particular needs and circumstances should be taken into 
consideration when making moral decisions rather than being 
dictated by strict rules. Care ethics are essentially situational 
and flexible due to this rejection of universalism, which puts 
the well-being of others before abstract rules. Her care ethics, 
which emphasise relationships, empathy, and the practice of 
care, provide a significant rethinking of morality.

The ethics of care places a strong emphasis on the morally 
compelling importance of caring for and addressing the needs 
of the particular others whom we are responsible for. The ethics 
of care values emotion rather than rejects it. Not all emotion is 
valued, of course, but in contrast with the dominant rationalist 
approaches, such emotions as sympathy, empathy, sensitivity, 
and responsiveness are seen as the kind of moral emotions that 
need to be cultivated not only to help in the implementation 
of the dictates of reason but to better ascertain what morality 
recommends. From the care perspective, moral inquiries that rely 
entirely on reason and rationalistic deductions or calculations 
are seen as deficient. It rejects the view of the dominant moral 
theories that the more abstract the reasoning about a moral 
problem, the better; because the more likely to avoid bias and 
arbitrariness, the more nearly to achieve impartiality. The ethics 
of care respects rather than removes itself from the claims of 
particular others with whom we share actual relationships. 
It calls into question the universalistic and abstract rules of 
the dominant theories. The ethics of care characteristically 
sees persons as relational and interdependent, morally and 
epistemologically. Every person starts out as a child dependent 
on those providing us care, and we remain interdependent with 
others in thoroughly fundamental ways throughout our lives. 
That we can think and act as if we were independent depends 
on a network of social relations making it possible for us to do 
so. And our relations are part of what constitutes our identity.

One cannot overlook the relevance of care ethics in 

•	 Noddings sees care, 
born from human 
connection, as the 
heart of morality

•	 Care ethics values 
our real relationships 
and responsibilities 
to specific others
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social, political, and economic life. We can see how not only 
does every domain of society need transformation in light of 
the values of care, but so would the relations between such 
domains if we took care seriously, as care would move to 
the centre of our attention and become a primary concern of 
society. Instead of a society dominated by conflict restrained 
by law and preoccupied with economic gain, we might have 
a society that saw as its most important task the flourishing of 
children and the development of caring relations, not only in 
personal contexts but among citizens and using governmental 
institutions. Joan Tronto, the professor of political science, 
argues for the political implications of the ethics of care, seeing 
care as a political as well as moral ideal advocating the meeting 
of needs for care as ‘‘the highest social goal.’’ The ethics of care 
builds on experiences that all persons share, though they have 
often been unaware of its embedded values and implications.

4.2.2 Care and justice
Both were often seen as alternative values. ‘‘Care’’ and 

‘‘justice’’ were taken to name different approaches to moral 
problems and characteristically different recommendations 
concerning them. Care valued relationships between persons 
and empathetic understanding; justice valued rational action 
in accord with abstract principles. Carol Gilligan saw these as 
alternative interpretations that could be applied to given moral 
problems, yielding different ways of construing what the moral 
problem was and how it should be handled. Gilligan argued that 
if one sees a moral problem as an issue to be dealt with in terms 
of care, one cannot at the same time see it as an issue to be dealt 
with in terms of justice because the two perspectives organise 
the problem differently. Morality, she argued, should include the 
concerns of both care and justice. Nel Noddings, for instance, 
thought care should replace justice as the central concept of 
morality. On this view, care could provide the guidance needed 
for whatever moral problems we face, and justice should be 
displaced to the sidelines. An ethic of care would be sufficient. 
But this view was open to many objections, like how could care 
alone deal with the structural inequalities and discriminations 
of gender, race, class, and sexual orientation, and how could 
sensitivity, responsiveness to the needs of the dependent, 
and cultivation of caring relations be adequate to preventing 
domestic violence, criminal coercion, and violent conflict 
between states and the like.

Moral decisions and outcomes seemed to require justice. 
At the levels of global society and our own communities, we 

•	 Care should be 
central to how 
society functions and 
prioritises

•	 Morality should 
include both care and 
justice
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should develop frameworks of caring about and for one another 
as human beings who are members of families and groups. For 
human life to flourish, we should treat each other as fellow 
humans in need of a liveable environment free from violence 
and with adequate care. We need to acknowledge the moral 
values of the practices and family ties underlying the caring 
labour on which human life has always depended, and we need 
to consider how the best of these values can be better realised. 
Within a recognised framework of care, we should see persons 
as having rights and as deserving of justice, most assuredly. A 
globalisation of caring relations would help enable people of 
different states and cultures to live in peace, to respect each 
other’s rights, to care together for their environments, and to 
improve the lives of their children.

4.2.3 Gender Sensitisation
There has always been a strange dichotomy about women’s 

status, from the historical period to the present. Women are 
still fighting today for equality and to escape the constraints 
of societal norms that a male-dominated society has placed on 
them. Gender sensitisation is crucial to promoting sustainable 
development because it empowers women, which is necessary 
to overcome societal inequities and maximise human potential. 
Changing behaviour and fostering empathy for both our own 
and other genders are the goals of gender sensitisation. It is 
about making people aware of the need to bring about a quantum 
change in our mindset which sees man and woman as unequal 
entities and hence have to function in different socio-economic 
spaces. It is fundamentally about challenging established 
preconceptions, conventions, and inequities that perpetuate 
gender discrimination and marginalisation. Gender sensitivity 
helps to generate respect for the individual regardless of sex. 
Gender sensitivity is not about pitting women against men. On 
the contrary, education that is gender sensitive benefits members 
of both sexes. It helps them determine which assumptions 
in matters of gender are valid and which are stereotyped 
generalisations. Regardless of sex, gender sensitivity fosters 
respect for individuals. It also highlights how challenging it 
will be to eliminate gender disparities and advance equality in 
the workplace, in education, and in other areas of work and 
family life.

According to modern trends, men and women are equally 
active players in the family, community, and national affairs. 
Women must be recognised as representing half of the world’s 
most precious resources called human beings. Gender awareness 

•	 Global caring 
relations can promote 
peace, rights, and 
better lives for all

•	 Gender sensitisation 
empowers women 
and supports 
sustainable 
development
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requires not only intellectual effort but also sensitivity and open-
mindedness. It opens up the widest possible range of life options 
for both women and men. A society can only be progressive if 
we recognise that it comprises both male and female members 
of equal value. This is not an issue of who plays what role. 
Roles can differ from society to society but what is universal is 
the fact that both males and females have equal relevance and 
all our decisions and actions that influence our lives must be in 
the backdrop of gender equality. It is time we opened ourselves 
to introspection and recognised the fact that we are a gender-
biased society, at all levels, and that we must begin to focus on 
the values of gender parity.

Gender sensitisation tends to change the perception that men 
and women have of each other. It creates a mind-set in men that 
no longer sees women in the stereotypical image. The impression 
that women are weak and unequal entities no longer clouds the 
minds of common men. Rather, they are seen as responsible and 
equal partners in socio-economic development. The general 
perception of men and women on the rigid gender division of 
labour and other orthodox practices relating to gender begins 
to die down. The message that gender sensitisation conveys is 
loud and clear. Women do possess wisdom, and therefore, they 
must be involved in the decision-making process. They have 
concerns, and therefore they should be treated with dignity 
and given an equal chance in sharing social and economic 
benefits. In today’s society, gender influences people’s chances, 
experiences, and interactions. However, these experiences are 
frequently shaped by deeply embedded cultural norms and 
expectations, which can result in prejudice, discrimination, 
and oppression. Gender sensitisation aims to break down 
these barriers by encouraging critical thinking, empathy, and 
respect for all genders. It entails accepting each individual’s 
inherent dignity and rights, regardless of gender identity or 
presentation. Through education, training, conversation, and 
advocacy, gender sensitisation helps people and communities 
face and solve issues such as gender-based violence, uneven 
access to resources and opportunities, gender stereotypes, and 
institutional discrimination. Education and Training Programs, 
Legal and Policy Reforms (Laws Prohibiting Gender-Based 
Discrimination), Economic Empowerment, Capacity Building 
and Leadership Development, Community Mobilisation 
and Awareness-Raising, International Cooperation and 
Collaboration (worldwide efforts to enhance gender equality), 
Media and Communication are the strategies to enhance gender 
sensitisation and women’s empowerment. Societies may fully 

•	 Progress requires 
valuing both men 
and women equally

•	 Gender sensitisation 
promotes empathy 
and respect for all 
genders
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use each person’s potential and create a more just, wealthy, and 
sustainable future by giving gender sensitisation initiatives first 
priority.

Summarized Overview

Although they are fundamentally different, sex, gender identity, and sexual orientation are 
all intricate concepts. Under the presumption that sex and gender are mutually determined 
and identical, sex and gender are frequently confused. However, the increasing visibility of 
transgender and intersex populations, along with efforts to improve sex and gender measurement 
across many scientific fields, have highlighted the limitations of these presumptions and shown 
that sex, gender, and their relationship must be reconsidered. The experience of transgender 
individuals also shows that a person’s biologically determined sex does not always match 
their gender. Consequently, sex and gender are not interchangeable concepts. Gender ethics 
offers a paradigm for destroying oppressive systems and empowering people of all genders 
by highlighting justice, equality, and respect for varying identities. We ought to think about a 
genderless society in which people are no longer defined or categorised by traditional gender 
roles, stereotypes, and identities. A genderless society encourages people to value uniqueness 
over labels by emphasising equality and individual liberty, paving the way for a more inclusive 
and just future. The fundamental category of humanness has to be expanded to accommodate all 
irrespective of one’s gender, race, sexual orientation and the like. As Judith Butler has rightly 
pointed out, the necessity of keeping our notion of the “human” open to future articulation is 
essential to the project of a critical international human rights discourse and politics.

Self-Assessment
1.	 Explain the terms sex and gender.

2.	 How do norms governing gender influence the shaping of one’s gender identity?

3.	 What are the ethical implications of ignoring the marginalised identities in society?

Assignments

1.	 Discuss the key characteristics of care ethics. How does this ethical framework 
differ from traditional moral theories, and in what ways is it relevant to address-
ing contemporary social and moral issues?

2.	 Examine how gender sensitisation helps in challenging harmful stereotypes as-
sociated with masculinity and femininity. In what ways can such sensitisation 
contribute to promoting equality, respect, and inclusion in society?

3.	 How do Judith Butler, Simone de Beauvoir, Anne Fausto-Sterling, and Robert Stoller 
distinguish between sex and gender, and in what ways do they highlight the social 
construction and performance of gender against biological determinism?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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