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The right thing to do is a philosophical inquiry that has captivated thinkers and laypeople alike for
centuries. In James Rachels' influential book, "The Elements of Moral Philosophy," he delves into
ethical theories and moral reasoning, challenging readers to consider what constitutes moral
behavior and how we can determine the right course of action in various situations. This article will
explore Rachels' perspectives on ethics, the importance of moral reasoning, and the implications of
his ideas in real-world scenarios.

Understanding Ethical Theories

To grasp Rachels' views on morality, it is essential first to understand the different ethical theories
that have shaped moral philosophy. Rachels discusses several prominent theories that attempt to
define what it means to do the right thing.

1. Ethical Relativism

- Definition: Ethical relativism posits that moral standards are not universal but are instead shaped
by cultural, social, or personal circumstances.

- Implications: This theory suggests that there is no objective way to judge one culture’s morals over
another’s. If moral truths are relative, then what is considered 'right' can vary significantly between
societies.



2. Ethical Objectivism

- Definition: In contrast to relativism, ethical objectivism asserts that some moral standards are
universally applicable and valid regardless of individual beliefs or cultural practices.

- Implications: This perspective supports the idea that certain actions, such as murder or torture, are
inherently wrong, regardless of cultural context.

3. Utilitarianism

- Definition: Utilitarianism is a consequentialist theory that advocates for actions that maximize
happiness or benefit the majority.

- Key Figures: Philosophers like Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill are prominent proponents of
this theory.

- Implications: Actions are evaluated based on their outcomes, and the right action is the one that
produces the greatest overall good.

4. Deontological Ethics

- Definition: Deontological ethics focuses on the inherent rightness or wrongness of actions
themselves, rather than their consequences.

- Key Figures: Immanuel Kant is a notable figure in this area, emphasizing duties and moral rules.
- Implications: According to this view, certain actions are morally obligatory, and individuals must
follow moral laws regardless of the potential outcomes.

Rachels’ Contributions to Moral Philosophy

James Rachels is known for his incisive critiques of both ethical relativism and utilitarianism. He
highlights the importance of moral reasoning in determining the right thing to do, arguing for a
more integrated approach to ethics.

Critique of Ethical Relativism

Rachels challenges the notion of ethical relativism by pointing out several flaws:

- Cultural Diversity: While cultural differences in moral practices exist, Rachels argues that this does
not imply that all moral beliefs are equally valid. For example, practices such as slavery or
discrimination, accepted in certain cultures, are not morally justifiable.

- Moral Progress: He also posits that societies can evolve and improve their moral standards over
time. This suggests that there are better and worse ways to live, which undermines the relativist
claim that all moral codes are equally valid.



Defense of Ethical Objectivism

Rachels advocates for an ethical objectivist framework, which allows for moral truths that transcend
cultural boundaries. He proposes:

- Universal Principles: Certain principles, such as the prohibition against harming others, can be
universally applied.

- Moral Reasoning: He emphasizes the importance of rational discourse in moral decision-making,
suggesting that ethical discussions should be based on logical reasoning rather than mere opinion.

Utilitarianism and Its Limitations

While Rachels acknowledges the appeal of utilitarianism, he also critiques its shortcomings:

- Quantifying Happiness: One of the main challenges is the difficulty in measuring happiness and
determining whose happiness counts.

- Moral Dilemmas: Utilitarianism can justify morally questionable actions if they produce a greater
good. For instance, sacrificing an innocent person to save a larger group raises significant moral
concerns.

The Importance of Moral Reasoning

Rachels stresses that moral reasoning is crucial for determining the right thing to do. He encourages
individuals to engage in thoughtful reflection and dialogue about ethical issues.

Steps in Moral Reasoning

1. Identify the Ethical Issue: Recognize the moral dilemma at hand.

2. Gather Relevant Information: Consider the facts, context, and perspectives involved in the
situation.

3. Evaluate Alternatives: Assess the potential actions and their consequences, considering both
short- and long-term effects.

4. Make a Decision: Choose the action that aligns with reasoned moral principles.

5. Reflect on the Outcome: After acting, evaluate the results and consider whether the decision was
justifiable.

Real-World Applications of Rachels' Ethics

Rachels' insights into moral philosophy can be applied to various real-world situations, helping
individuals navigate complex ethical landscapes.

- Medical Ethics: Decisions regarding euthanasia, organ donation, and patient consent require



careful ethical consideration. Rachels’ emphasis on moral reasoning can guide healthcare
professionals in making compassionate and justifiable choices.

- Environmental Ethics: As society grapples with climate change and environmental degradation,
Rachels’ principles can help frame discussions about our responsibilities to future generations and
the planet.

- Social Justice: Rachels’ critiques of ethical relativism can be applied to movements advocating for
human rights. Understanding that certain rights are universal can strengthen arguments against
practices like discrimination and oppression.

Conclusion

In "The Right Thing to Do," James Rachels provides a compelling examination of moral philosophy,
challenging readers to think critically about ethical issues. His arguments against ethical relativism
and critiques of utilitarianism underscore the importance of moral reasoning in determining the
right course of action. By engaging with Rachels' insights, individuals can better navigate the
complexities of morality in a diverse and often conflicting world. Ultimately, understanding the right
thing to do involves a commitment to rational discourse, empathy, and a willingness to confront
difficult ethical dilemmas head-on.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of James Rachels' ‘'The Right Thing
to Do'?

The central thesis of 'The Right Thing to Do' is that ethical reasoning should be based on rational
principles and that moral philosophy can provide guidance on how to live a good life and make
ethical decisions.

How does Rachels differentiate between moral relativism and
moral objectivism?

Rachels argues that moral relativism suggests that moral truths are relative to cultures or
individuals, while moral objectivism posits that there are universal moral truths that apply to all
people, regardless of their cultural beliefs.

What role does utilitarianism play in Rachels' ethical
framework?

Utilitarianism plays a significant role in Rachels' ethical framework as he discusses its
principles—maximizing happiness and minimizing suffering—as a crucial aspect of moral reasoning
and decision-making.

Can you explain Rachels' view on euthanasia as presented in



‘The Right Thing to Do'?

Rachels defends the practice of euthanasia, arguing that it can be morally permissible in certain
cases, particularly when it alleviates suffering and respects the autonomy of individuals.

What example does Rachels use to illustrate the concept of
ethical egoism?

Rachels uses the example of a person who acts solely in their own self-interest, highlighting the
flaws in ethical egoism by showing how it can lead to harmful consequences for others and society
as a whole.

How does Rachels address the issue of cultural differences in
moral beliefs?

Rachels acknowledges cultural differences in moral beliefs but argues that these differences do not
negate the existence of objective moral principles that should guide ethical reasoning.

What is Rachels' stance on the importance of ethical theories
in everyday decision-making?

Rachels emphasizes that understanding ethical theories is crucial for everyday decision-making, as
they provide frameworks that help individuals navigate complex moral dilemmas and make informed
choices.
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Explore the insights of James Rachels on ethical decision-making in "The Right Thing to Do."
Discover how to navigate complex moral dilemmas. Learn more!
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