	Situation Ethics

	Introduction

This moral theory is a classic relativistic approach to ethics. That is, it does not seek to apply any universal laws but acknowledges that circumstances and outcomes can affect the moral status of an action, or a proposed course of action. It is also teleological. This means that it is an attempt to explain moral prescriptions and judgements by referring to the consequences of an action, neither to any inherent quality of the action itself, nor to any abstract rule without reference to circumstance.  However, its criteria for deciding what is right and wrong in each case, as we shall see, do measure consequences against some supposedly objective principle: Agape. The theory was suggested and defended by Joseph Fletcher, in his book, Situation Ethics. 

	Theory

· According to Fletcher, the point of Situation ethics was to steer a middle way through what he called Legalism, on the one hand and Antinomianism on the other. 

· By Legalism, Fletcher was referring to the general practice in Catholicism that attempted to prescribe a law and a teaching for every conceivable moral situation. This is necessary for a Catholic system since moral laws are seen to be universally applicable and so difficult cases must be accounted for. Fletcher found these exceptions and qualifications to be excessively contrived and unnecessary. 

· At the same time, Fletcher did not approve of Antinomianism, which is the philosophical theory that states there are no moral laws at all and that every one is free to act how they please.

· Fletcher suggests that the Christian approach to morality should have only one rule: act in accordance with Agape. Always do that which is loving.

· Agape, is a Greek word for love. There are three other words for love in Greek. Eros refers to romantic love; storge to familial affection; philos to friendship. Agape is the word Jesus and St Paul use in the New Testament to describe the sort of disinterested love a person ought to have for their neighbour, and the sort of love God has for all people. By disinterested is meant, not that you are not interested in the person, but rather that there is no gain in it for you. It is a truly unconditional love.

· He goes on to state that there are no rules that can stand without exception. Every situation must be considered in itself and in each case the agent must decide what is loving and act accordingly. Fletcher provides many hard cases and points to situations when all of the traditional moral laws could be overridden in the interests of serving agape.
· He formalises the theory into four working principles and six fundamental propositions. According to Fletcher, the four working principles are:

i) Pragmatism - the course of action proposed must be workable. This is situationist: abstract rules might be impractical in the given situation.
ii) Relativism - There are no moral absolutes for he situationist except for love. Human beings are commanded to act lovingly.
iii) Positivism - The goodness of love, or the fact that it is the only thing we should work for, is accepted at the start as an unprovable truth. It is an axiom to the whole system.
iv) Personalism – Situation ethics claims to be the only theory that considers people rather than rules. It is a people centred ethic as opposed to a rule centred one.
· According to Fletcher the six fundamental propositions are:

i) Nothing is good in itself, other than agape. Actions are never right or wrong in themselves; they are only right or wrong insofar as they are loving or not.

ii) For a Christian agape replaces the Law. This means a high degree of responsibility is demanded from the Christian but they are free form the Law.

iii) Love and Justice are the same. This is in response to the criticism that is often levelled at consequentialist approaches to ethics that states that when considering what is best for a majority the rights of a minority can be overlooked. Fletcher did not see this – Justice was love applied to communities rather than individuals.

iv) Love wills the neighbour’s good. (whether you like him or not) This is a way of stating the disinterested nature of love as explained above. Love does not seek anything for itself but only seeks the good of the neighbour.

v) Only the end justifies the means. Again this is to counter a generally held Catholic principle that the end never justifies the means. In Catholic morality one can never justify an inherently evil act by an appeal to the consequences. For Fletcher anything was justifiable as long as it was done in love. Love is the only end which justifies the means.

vi) Love’s decisions are situationist – they are always particular and never general. This is another way of stating this theory’s relativistic pedigree (of which Fletcher is not ashamed).

	Strengths/Arguments in favour

· It is promoted by some as a Christian ethic since it bases its decisions upon Christ’s statement that the whole of the  law was summed up by the command that we ought to love our neighbour.

· Situation ethics allows people to take responsibility for their own moral decision –making. It does not patronise them and insist that they follow rules unquestioningly.

· It provides a Christian approach to issues that are not covered in the Bible, for example, genetic engineering, nuclear warfare and animal testing.

· It promotes the absolute rule of love. It is difficult to dispute that loving other people is ever wrong.
	Weaknesses/arguments against

· The theory places a burden of responsibility on every person, which sometimes is too great to bear. Since it refuses to prescribe general rules and laws it means that every situation has to be assessed. This is often impractical as well as too burdensome for those caught in a stressful or emotional situation who might find it impossible to interpret the purity of their own motives.

· If the rightness or the wrongness of an action depends upon its consequences, how can we work out what is right to do before we do it? Consequences are notoriously unpredictable and if our action is only justifiable according to consequences then it is also damnable if the consequences do not turn out how we expected, despite our good intentions. In Catholic morality this is stated as “the end never justifies the means.”

· Situation Ethics demands the most loving outcome is achieved for the most people, even if this were achieved by, say, the execution of one innocent person. Situation Ethics allows people and governments to overlook the rights of minorities in the interests of the greater good. There is no place in Situation Ethics for an ultimate statement of human rights – rights are absolutist concepts and can have no place in a relativistic system like Situation Ethics.

· Situation Ethics promotes itself as an ethic that is interested in people rather than laws, forgetting that the laws were often written or promoted precisely in order to defend certain people – especially the weak, vulnerable and the voiceless.

· The ethic of love can very easily become a mask for selfishness. Situation Ethics, in practice would become a system where the strong did what they wanted while the weak suffer. Fletcher even indicates this in his examples: a baby is killed by a soldier, a handicapped unborn baby by its mother. These are promoted as good choices by Fletcher. I think the children in both cases would have reason to differ if they were able.

· What if two people using this system of ethics come to opposite conclusions as to what they should do in a given situation? To what authority do they appeal if love prompts them to move in opposite directions? How could their dilemma be resolved unless there are other absolute rules to guide their actions?


