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ABSTRACT 

This article examines three central frameworks in normative ethics: consequentialism, deontology, and virtue ethics. It 

explains how each theory defines moral rightness through outcomes, duties, or character, while also addressing their major 

objections and contemporary relevance. The article argues that these frameworks should not be viewed only as rivals, but 

as complementary approaches that illuminate different dimensions of moral judgment and ethical life. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Normative ethics—the philosophical study of what makes actions right or wrong, what character traits are virtuous, and 

what kind of life is worth living—has generated three major theoretical frameworks that have organized moral philosophy 

since the 18th century: consequentialism (actions are right or wrong based on their outcomes), deontology (actions are 

right or wrong based on their conformity to duties or rules, regardless of consequences), and virtue ethics (moral evaluation 

focuses on character traits rather than particular actions). Each framework captures important moral insights and faces 

serious objections, generating ongoing philosophical debate about their relative merits and the possibility of a unified 

moral theory. 

Bentham’s (1789) Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation established utilitarianism—the most influential 

consequentialist theory—by proposing that moral actions are those that maximize aggregate happiness (pleasure minus 

pain) across all affected individuals. Mill (1863) refined utilitarianism by distinguishing higher and lower pleasures and 

arguing that competent judges who have experienced both prefer higher intellectual pleasures—addressing the hedonistic 

calculus’s apparent inability to distinguish sophisticated and base satisfactions. Kant’s (1785) ‘Groundwork of the 

Metaphysics of Morals’ developed the most influential deontological alternative, grounding morality in the categorical 

imperative: act only according to maxims that you could will to become universal laws, and treat humanity always as an 

end in itself and never merely as a means. 

2. CONSEQUENTIALISM 

2.1 Classical Utilitarianism 

Bentham and Mill’s act utilitarianism—evaluate each action by its expected utility for all affected parties—generates 

counterintuitive results in cases where utility maximization requires violating seemingly inviolable moral constraints: 

torturing one innocent person to prevent greater suffering, breaking promises when slightly better outcomes are achievable, 

or sacrificing one person to save five. Rule utilitarianism (rules whose general adoption maximizes utility, applied 

consistently) avoids some of these objections but faces the critique that it collapses into act utilitarianism when applied 

consistently. Peter Singer’s (1972) ‘Famine, Affluence, and Morality’ applied utilitarian reasoning to global poverty, 

arguing that if we can prevent something very bad from happening without sacrificing anything of comparable moral 

importance, we are morally obligated to do so—generating demanding conclusions about affluent individuals’ obligations 

to the global poor. 

2.2 Rule-Based Alternatives 

Sidgwick’s (1874) Methods of Ethics systematized utilitarianism and identified the ‘dualism of practical reason’: the 

conflict between utilitarian impartiality (maximize aggregate welfare) and rational egoism (maximize individual welfare) 

cannot be resolved from within ethics alone—suggesting that ethical theory requires supplementation by non-ethical 

reasons. Contemporary consequentialism has developed sophisticated responses to the demandingness objection (that 
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maximizing requires too much of ordinary agents), the integrity objection (that consequentialism alienates agents from 

their personal projects and commitments), and the separateness of persons objection (that aggregating utility across 

individuals treats persons as mere containers of value rather than as ends in themselves). 

Table 1. Major normative ethical frameworks and their classic objections. 

Framework Rightness Criterion Classic Objection 

Act utilitarianism Action with highest expected utility for all 

affected 
Permits rights violations; demandingness; 

integrity 

Kantian 

deontology 
Conforms to categorical imperative; treats 

persons as ends 
Rigidity; conflicts between duties; abstract 

formalism 

Virtue ethics What a virtuous person would do in the 

circumstances 
Action-guidance; cultural relativity of virtues 

Contractualism Principles no one could reasonably reject 

(Scanlon) 
Demarcating reasonable rejection; non-

human animals 

3. KANTIAN DEONTOLOGY 

Kant’s categorical imperative—the supreme principle of morality—has two primary formulations. The Universal Law 

formulation requires acting only on maxims that can be universalized without contradiction: lying cannot be universalized 

(a world where everyone lied when convenient would undermine the institution of assertion that makes lying possible) and 

is therefore wrong regardless of consequences. The Humanity formulation requires treating humanity—rational agency as 

such—as an end in itself and never merely as a means: persons are not to be used instrumentally for others’ purposes 

without their rational consent. Ross’s (1930) prima facie duties provided a more flexible deontological framework, 

acknowledging multiple moral duties (fidelity, reparation, beneficence, non-maleficence) that can conflict and must be 

weighed in particular situations. 

4. VIRTUE ETHICS AND CARE ETHICS 

Aristotle’s virtue ethics—developed in the Nicomachean Ethics—grounds morality in human flourishing (eudaimonia) 

and the character traits (virtues) whose possession and exercise constitutes the good life. Virtues are stable dispositions to 

feel, perceive, and act appropriately across a range of circumstances—and are developed through habituation and practice 

rather than rational rule-following. MacIntyre’s (1981) ‘After Virtue’ argued that modern moral philosophy’s impasses 

stem from the fragmentation of the Aristotelian tradition of virtue ethics, and that moral reasoning requires the context of 

a living tradition and community of practice that modern individualism has destroyed. Noddings (1984) developed feminist 

care ethics as an alternative to impartiality-based frameworks, arguing that morality begins in the caring relationships of 

particular attachment rather than in abstract universal principles. 

5. CONCLUSION 

Normative ethics’ three major frameworks—consequentialism, deontology, and virtue ethics—each capture important 

moral insights that the others miss: consequences matter morally and we should seek better outcomes; some actions are 

wrong regardless of their consequences and persons have inviolable dignity; and good character is the foundation of 

reliable moral action. Rather than viewing these frameworks as competitors from which one must choose, contemporary 

moral philosophy increasingly treats them as complementary perspectives that illuminate different aspects of moral 

experience. Rawls’s (1971) ‘A Theory of Justice’—combining contractualist method with egalitarian distributive 

principles—demonstrated that sophisticated moral theory can integrate multiple frameworks. Future research should 

examine how artificial intelligence and global coordination challenges (climate change, pandemic preparedness) require 

extensions of traditional moral frameworks developed for individual action in local communities. 
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