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Question 3: The Most Useful Theory to an Engineer in the 21st Century
Question 3: Consider the three main ethical theories that we’ve studied in this course: consequentialism, deontology, and virtue ethics. Which ethical theory is most useful to an engineer in the 21st century, and why?
Ethical theories are created to direct our actions and decisions in maintaining the general well-being of the people around us (Alexander & Moore, 2020). Additionally, moral theories can provide a suitable guideline for determining the type of individuals that we should become (Alexander & Moore, 2020). In lecture 7, the ethical theories of consequentialism, virtue ethics, and deontology were analyzed in an engineering scenario to illustrate how all of them can be used by an individual in certain circumstances. However, although all of these three theories can help one to make ethical decisions, I think that virtue ethics may be the most useful moral theory for an engineer in the dynamic twenty-first century.
According to the theory of consequentialism, we should focus more on the repercussions of a particular action or decision in determining whether it is ethical (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2019). Fundamentally, consequentialism ignores the contexts within which an action is made, placing more emphasis on its results instead (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2019). However, some proponents of consequentialism argue that the moral nature of an action is only justified if its results have occurred in reality rather than these results being expected (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2019). Other proponents of this theory also argue that a certain action or intention can be considered ethical if the total sum of its beneficial outcomes outweighs the total sum of its detrimental outcomes (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2019). Conversely, some consequentialists judge the ethicality of an action based solely on the results of the action and not the intention of the doer (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2019). In reality, adopting this theory would be significantly hectic due to the need to evaluate the results of a particular action (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2019).
Deontology, on the other hand, focuses on whether an action follows the specific ethical guidelines or policies in place when evaluating the ethicality of the action (Alexander & Moore, 2020). As such, although a specific action may result in beneficial outcomes, it can be considered unethical according to deontology if it does not abide by the ethical guidelines in place (Alexander & Moore, 2020). Deontology, therefore, provides a uniform basis for judging the ethicality of an individual’s actions based on standard policies that are to be followed by everyone in a particular context (Alexander & Moore, 2020). Nonetheless, different contexts may employ different ethical guidelines (Alexander & Moore, 2020). However, a deontologist may make their moral guidelines that are different from those used by other individuals, which allows him to justify some of his actions as ethical even if others don’t make the same justifications (Alexander & Moore, 2020).
Compared to the above two theories, I think that virtue ethics is the most useful ethical theory for engineers in the twenty-first century. This theory specifies various virtues, which essentially refer to specific moral attributes that define someone’s personality (Hursthouse & Pettigrove, 2018). Virtues control the feelings, thought patterns, decisions, and actions made by an individual (Hursthouse & Pettigrove, 2018). As such, while consequentialism and deontology guide one’s actions, virtue ethics transcend this level of utility to influence one’s whole outlook towards life (Hursthouse & Pettigrove, 2018). In this sense, adopting virtue ethics may have the most significant outcomes on an individual’s personality compared to the other the other two theories (Hursthouse & Pettigrove, 2018). Therefore, a strong sense of virtue ethics can be a crucial innate source of motivation for ethical behavior in an engineer as he/she strives to uphold these virtues (Hursthouse & Pettigrove, 2018). Nonetheless, it does not imply that one must be completely flawless in exhibiting the virtues to be considered virtuous (Hursthouse & Pettigrove, 2018). Conversely, deontology demands full adherence to the ethical guidelines in place. Additionally, virtue ethics is not as hectic as consequentialism, which requires the constant evaluation of the results of one’s actions.
Consequently, virtue ethics is the most useful ethical theory to an engineer in the twenty-first century because it is more focused on developing the engineer’s personality such that their virtues simplify their decision-making processes in ethical decision-making processes. Since the modern engineer exists in an era that emphasizes individual freedom and liberty, he/she should understand that there will be numerous ethical dilemmas throughout one’s career as an engineer. As such, a strong sense of virtues will enable one to react rationally amid ethical conflicts and make decisions aimed at promoting the well-being of everyone around them. Accordingly, adopting virtue ethics will allow one to use less mental energy in making ethical decisions regarding engineering practice. Nonetheless, an engineer practicing virtue ethics should be open to refining their virtues due to the dynamic nature of the twenty-first century.
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