
A Level Religious Studies
What Would You Do? - Solving Ethical 
Dilemmas

Start Now:

1 What do we mean by “ethics”?

2 What are ethical dilemmas?

3 What could we use to help us solve ethical dilemmas?

standards of right and wrong that 
recommend what humans ought to do, usually in terms of rights, 
obligations, benefits to society, fairness etc.

a situation in which a difficult choice has to 
be made between two different courses of action, either of which might 
mean breaking a moral principle.

a person of faith might use the principles of their religion, set out in their 
holy book, to help them make a decision.



Key Terms

•Utilitarianism:

These are ethical actions that try to create the greatest 
happiness for the greatest number of people.

•Deontological:

From the Latin for ‘duty’. These are ethical decisions 
made on the basis of how intrinsically right or wrong 
the action is. Certain actions – like killing an innocent 
person – are just wrong, even if they lead to good 
consequences.



Thought Experiments 

Thought experiments are devices of the 
imagination used to investigate the nature of things. 
They are used for many reasons in a variety of 
areas, including economics, history, mathematics, 
philosophy, and the sciences, especially physics.



Peter Singer and The Drowning Child 
• One morning you notice a child has fallen in a lake and 

appears to be drowning. 

• To wade in and pull the child out would be easy for you 
but it will mean that you get your clothes wet and 
muddy, and by the time you go home and change you 
will have missed your first class.

1. What would you do?

2. What ethical principles have guided your choice?



Peter Singer and The Drowning Child 
• One morning you notice a child has fallen in a lake and 

appears to be drowning. 

• To wade in and pull the child out would be easy for you 
but it will mean that you get your clothes wet and 
muddy, and by the time you go home and change you 
will have missed your first class.

• Do you have any obligation to rescue the child?

• Does it make a difference that there are other people 
walking past the pond who would equally be able to 
rescue the child but are not doing so?

• Would it make any difference if the child were far away, 
in another country perhaps, but similarly in danger of 
death, and equally within your means to save, at no 
great cost – and absolutely no danger – to yourself?



Philippa Foot and The Trolley problem. 
A runaway trolley is heading down the tracks toward five 
workers who will all be killed if the trolley proceeds on 
its present course. Adam is standing next to a large 
switch that can divert the trolley onto a different track. 
The only way to save the lives of the five workers is to 
divert the trolley onto another track that only has one 
worker on it. If Adam diverts the trolley onto the other 
track, this one worker will die, but the other five workers 
will be saved. Should he do nothing or divert the trolley?
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Philippa Foot and The Trolley problem. 
A runaway trolley is heading down the tracks toward five 
workers who will all be killed if the trolley proceeds on 
its present course. Adam is standing next to a large 
switch that can divert the trolley onto a different track. 
The only way to save the lives of the five workers is to 
divert the trolley onto another track that only has one 
worker on it. If Adam diverts the trolley onto the other 
track, this one worker will die, but the other five workers 
will be saved. Should he do nothing or divert the trolley?

1. Should Adam flip the switch, killing the one worker but saving the other five? 
2. What ethical principles have guided your choice?
3. What would you do if you were guided by Utilitarianism?
4. What would you do if you were guided by Deontological principles?



A Different Trolley problem. 
A runaway trolley is heading down the tracks toward five 
workers who will all be killed if the trolley proceeds on 
its present course. Adam is on a footbridge over the 
tracks, in between the approaching trolley and the five 
workers. Next to him on this footbridge is a stranger who 
happens to be very large. The only way to save the lives 
of the five workers is to push this stranger off the 
footbridge and onto the tracks below where his large 
body will stop the trolley. The stranger will die if Adam 
does this, but the five workers will be saved.
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A Different Trolley problem. 
A runaway trolley is heading down the tracks toward five 
workers who will all be killed if the trolley proceeds on its 
present course. Adam is on a footbridge over the tracks, in 
between the approaching trolley and the five workers. Next 
to him on this footbridge is a stranger who happens to be 
very large. The only way to save the lives of the five workers 
is to push this stranger off the footbridge and onto the tracks 
below where his large body will stop the trolley. The stranger 
will die if Adam does this, but the five workers will be saved.

1. Should Adam push the stranger off the footbridge, killing him but saving the 
five workers?

2. What ethical principles have guided your choice?
3. What would you do if you were guided by Utilitarianism?
4. What would you do if you were guided by Deontological principles?



The Trolley Problem

Watch this TED TALK:

https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=yg16u_bzjPE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yg16u_bzjPE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yg16u_bzjPE


The Trolley Problem in the real world

Watch this FILM CLIP:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K9xsCuIjjPc 1. What is the ethical 
dilemma here?

2. What choices do 
people have here?

3. What would you do?

4. What ethical 
principles could be 
used?

5. In what ways is this 
similar to The Trolley 
Problem?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K9xsCuIjjPc


Cheating on a test
• Imagine, due to exam clashes, you have to sit an exam paper in 

isolation. The paper is challenging but you think you understand most of 
the questions. Your real problem is having the time to finish the entire 
paper. 

• For some reason the invigilator leaves you alone in the room and after 
30 minutes have gone, they don’t appear to be returning. You know 
how long you should have to finish the paper but you are far from 
completion. The time runs out and there is still no one in the room. 

1. Do you continue writing and ignore the time limit?

2. Explain your actions.

3. What ethical principles have guided your choice?



Legalise drugs 

Imagine you are the Prime minister and you have 
the choice of legalising all drugs and having them 
controlled and regulated instead of being sold by 
criminals on the streets.

1. What would you do?

2. Explain your actions.

3. What ethical principles have guided your 
choice?



Making meat illegal 

Imagine you are the Prime minister and you have 
the choice of making the slaughter and 
consumption of animals illegal.

1. What would you do?

2. Explain your actions.

3. What ethical principles have guided your 
choice?



The Life You Can Save

All of these things are so hypothetical, but can thinking 
carefully about ethics really make a difference?

What would you do in the following real life situation?

or

https://www.thelifeyoucansave.org/impact-calculator

https://www.thelifeyoucansave.org/impact-calculator


Summer Preparation Work:

Over the summer you need to work on 
your understanding of Utilitarianism.

Please read through the notes on this 
helpful website :

https://laurenrevisesphilosophy.wordpress
.com/2019/02/20/utilitarianism/ 

Also, use the handouts to answer this key 
question:

(There are lots of other tasks and 
questions on the sheet to have a go at if 
you wish)

https://laurenrevisesphilosophy.wordpress.com/2019/02/20/utilitarianism/
https://laurenrevisesphilosophy.wordpress.com/2019/02/20/utilitarianism/
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