
WANT to offer a few ideas about two questions 
which have been with me for as long as I can re-
member. The first is: what are ethics?  How do we 
decide whether an action is ethical or not?  How 

should any organisation or indeed the State decide on 
what is ethical, or moral or legal. The second question is 
what are my ethics?
      Long ago I worked out a humanist answer but I cannot 
say that it has settled my mind.  The problem is that every 
ethical dilemma is different – so I have no formula which I 
can always rely on, just an objective. 
      Some years ago I came across books on ethics by Jo-
seph Fletcher, an American Episcopalian, who had been 
the Dean of St Paul’s Cathedral in Cincinnati and later 
became a Humanist. Two of his books are The Situation 
Ethic of 1966 and The Ethics of  Genetic Control of 1988.  
I found them helpful and I thought you might like to know 
about him and his work.

The ethical Challenges of Genetics
Of course we all face day-to-day ethical problems but in 
my teaching as a geneticist I have found that I have had to 
deal with some extraordinarily difficult matters. I can at-
test to Bryan Appleyard’s opinion when he described Ge-
netics as “the most restless, turbulent and demanding form 
of knowledge that our species has yet produced”  (Brave 
New Worlds: Genetics and the Human Experience).
The greatest practical problems arise in the field of medi-
cal genetics.  We now know of many thousands of genetic 
disorders – one child in 50 is born with a serious genetic 
disorder, and one person in 50 will develop a serious ge-
netic disorder in adulthood. These are called Mendelian 
genetic disorders, where one or two genes cause the illness.  
In fact, most other illnesses are affected by genes to some 
extent.  All cancers are affected by genetic factors, most 
mental illnesses, heart disease, and so on. Many genetic 
diseases are incurable. However, it is now possible to diag-
nose many genetic disorders, to diagnose unaffected carri-
ers of deleterious genes, to assess the risks of having a 
child with a genetic illness and the risks of developing se-
rious genetic illnesses in adulthood.  
     Genetics comes into play in making decisions on family 
planning, sterilisation, IVF, artificial insemination, sex 
selection, surrogate pregnancy, abortion, genetic counsel-
ling (the family is the patient), genetic screening (of em-
bryos, foetuses, children and adults) and euthanasia.
     Other ethical dilemmas arise in relation to cloning (re-
productive and therapeutic) and genetic fingerprinting 
(DNA databases). There are profound ethical and philo-
sophical questions concerning genetic determinism (most 
controversially in relation to intelligence). Any studies of 
racial genetic variation are likely to raise considerable ethi-
cal questions, and we must never allow the world to forget 
the terrible misuse to which genetics was put by the Nazis. 
      How can Fletcher’s ideas help in addressing these prob-
lems, especially those in medical genetics?

Joseph Fletcher, 1905 - 1991
Fletcher was raised in West Virginia by his mother and was 
greatly influenced by the hardships suffered by the miners.  
He became a social activist;  while still a teenager he was a 
member of the education staff of the United Mine 
Worker’s Association. He entered West Virginia University 
aged 17 and was jailed for speaking in favour of the 
miner’s union. He was denied a degree because he refused 
“compulsory military training” at the university – this was 
required of all students at Land Grant colleges.
     A Christian activist, he was influenced by the pragmatic 
philosophy of Bentham, Mill, Peirce, Dewey and James.  
He entered the Episcopalian Berkeley Divinity School at 
Yale and was ordained into the ministry. He carried out 
graduate work at the London School of Economics with 
RH Tawney.  Pursuing his interest in religion and labour he 
wrote The Church and Industry 1931.  He seems to have 
been a Christian Socialist – he would have been at home 
with the worker priests in Latin America.But he was suffi-
ciently in the mainstream to become in 1936, Dean of St 
Paul’s Cathedral, Cincinnati.
     In 1944 he was appointed as a Professor at the Episco-
pal School of Theology at Harvard.  While in Boston he 
continued his work as a labour activist, lecturing widely 
for the unions. He was also a peace activist, involved for 
example in sponsoring the Scientific and Cultural Confer-
ence for World Peace in New York (1949) and organising 
the Second World Peace Congress in 1950 which met in 
Warsaw.  The Warsaw meeting was attended by Fletcher 
and Paul Robeson.   
     He fell foul of Joe McCarthy and the House Committee 
on Un-American Activities.  He is named in the Report on 
the Communist “Peace” Offensive:  A campaign to Disarm 
and Defeat the United States 1951 (House Committee on 
Un-American Activities). He was named before the HUAC 
by a former FBI undercover agent, Herbert A. Philbrick, on 
July 6, 1953. 

Medical and Sexual ethics
In the 1950s and 1960s he lectured and wrote extensively 
on medical and sexual ethics. In 1954 he published Morals 
and Medicine which was described as pioneering.  He said 
himself it was “the first non-Catholic treatment of bio-
medical ethics”. People should use science and knowledge 
to improve their well-being. Natural is not automatically 
better than artificial. He made the case for “voluntary 
medical euthanasia” and for abortion.
      He became a bête noire in conservative Church circles 
in the 1960s because he approved of pre-marital sex be-
tween consenting adults and argued that universities 
should provide advice on contraception.

Humanism 
In 1967 he gave up Christianity and became a Humanist.
In 1974 he was chosen as Humanist of the Year by the 
American Humanist Association and was President of      

All You Need is Love
Joseph Fletcher and Situation Ethics

10

Humanism Ireland • No 131 • November-December 2011

I

David McConnell



the Euthanasia Society of America, from 1974-6. He was a 
Member of the American Eugenics Society and of the 
Association for Voluntary Sterilisation. He was appointed 
Professor of medical ethics in the Program in Human Bi-
ology and Society at the University of Virginia. He gave 
hundreds of lectures all over the world. In 1977 he retired 
from teaching.

Situation Ethics
Situation Ethics was published in 1966. This was the pe-
riod when sexual ethics were being revolutionised, partly 
due to the discovery of oral contraception, and the post-
war interest in women’s rights.  The contraceptive pill was 
approved in the US in 1960.  Pre-marital sexual relations 
were becoming more and more common. Abortion was 
being widely discussed.  The UK Abortion Act was passed 
in 1967. This was the period when the so-called “New 
Morality” was being widely discussed in both religious 
and secular forums.
      Fletcher had been writing and talking for many years 
about new moral problems as he was developing his medi-
cal ethics, and he was well known worldwide.  Bishop 
Robinson referred to Fletcher in his book Honest to God 
in 1963 with some approval.
       I bought a second-hand copy of Situation Ethics in 
1991. Fletcher knew it was a light piece – he called it his 
“fat pamphlet” and said he wanted to develop it into a 
“Full dress philosophical-theological exposition”.  It is 
light in places but it is readable and was widely read. I am 
not sure what sort of effect it had on academic ethics or 
whether this has endured, but I still find him refreshing, 
even if I do not always agree with him.  
     He says he had been “trying to take ethics from deduc-
tive to inductive reasoning” and this may be why I found 
him helpful – the scientific method is essentially inductive 
and not deductive – facts and evidence are more important 
than ideas, laws or principles. Facts trump laws or theories 
in science. For Fletcher the facts of ethical dilemmas are 
more important than laws and principles. He argues that 
to follow rules without considering the consequences is 
immoral. The end does justify the means. For him people 
and their happiness are more important than moral rules.  
      In many parts of the book he emphasises the conse-
quences of any decisions or action.  G E Moore in Prin-
cipia Ethica wrote: “What I wish first to point out is that 
‘right’ does and can mean nothing but ‘cause of a good 
result’, and is thus identified with ‘useful’; whence it fol-
lows that the end will justify the means, and that no action 
which is not justified by its results can be right”.
     So for Fletcher each ethical problem has to be analysed 
and a solution found which is likely to do the most good 
and least harm. Each situation is different. He says his 
ethics is a method of making decisions.  It is not a system 
of ethics. He does not like systems – which he says are 
constraining and limiting.  
      Fletcher is sometimes called the ‘father of situation 
ethics’ but he claims his method is not ‘new’ and argues 
that it is firmly based on the ‘classical tradition of Western 
Christian morality’. He says that moral decisions should 
be guided by love – agape. (the titles of six of the ten chap-
ters include the word ‘Love’). Essentially he bases his eth-
ics on love as it is used in the Christian tradition. “Thou 
shalt love thy neighbour as thyself ” (Leviticus. 19:18;  
Mattew. 22, 39;  Galatians 5: 14; Epistle of James 2:8). 
“Do unto others as you would have done unto you” 
((Mattew. 7:12).

       He would have been the first to say that Christianity 
has no monopoly on these more or less universal moral 
principles. He describes the situation ethic as a ‘third ap-
proach, in between legalism and unprincipledness’. There 
are principles but ‘What acts are right depends on circum-
stances’. For him circumstances ‘alter cases’ and ‘rules and 
principles’. He argues we must ‘do the right thing’, that is 
do what leads to a good result, rather than uphold princi-
ples even when that would obviously do harm. 

Applying situation ethics
We are of course talking here about particularly difficult 
ethical decisions. These are the sorts of decisions which 
often provoke controversy between people who are them-
selves thoughtful and we might say ‘moral’. Let us take a 
really difficult ethical problem.  The biggest ethical di-
lemmas involving genetics often concern abortion either 
directly or implicitly. As we all know resolving the ques-
tion of abortion depends on these questions: is the fertil-
ized egg a human person? If not when does a human em-
bryo become a person”. 
       The answer to the first question seems obvious to me 
(although it remains controversial) but I have no clear an-
swer to the second nor does Fletcher. He writes “We have 
no litmus test for the presence of a person” when we con-
sider a foetus, and we “have no litmus paper test, no diag-
nostic test” for “when  the person comes into existence”. 
Fletcher favours the view arbitrarily that the person comes 
into existence at birth. I do not agree – this is far too sim-
ple and in fact dangerous. But I find that Fletcher’s situa-
tion ethics can be helpful. Each case where abortion is 
considered is different and each decision has to be made 
on the basis of what will be the effects of the decision on 
all involved.
       You can see that situation ethics place immense re-
sponsibility on those people who are faced with or have to 
deal with any ethical dilemma. There have to be princi-
ples, regulations and laws, but the main principles are 
commonly known. He of course sums these up as ‘love’.  
Professional ethicists refer to: beneficence – do good, and 
non-maleficence – avoid doing harm.
     As for regulations and laws, when they are drawn up to 
deal with complex ethical problems which are often con-
troversial, they need to be framed in such a way as to allow 
for great discretion. Crucially the people who will be af-
fected most by the outcome of any ethical decision of this 
sort should have the greatest possible influence on what 
the decision will be.

Summary
Fletcher was more a social activist and teacher than a phi-
losopher or researcher. He fought at different times during 
his life for the welfare of the miners, the rights of workers, 
peace in the world, the rights of patients and the duties 
and responsibilities of doctors, and the rights of individu-
als to make up their own minds about essentially private 
ethical dilemmas.
     His situation ethics sit very well with Thomas Jeffer-
son: “I know no safe depository of the ultimate powers of 
the society but the people themselves, and if we think 
them not enlightened enough to exercise that control with 
a wholesome discretion, the remedy is not to take it from 
them, but to inform their discretion”.  
David McConnell is the President of  the Humanist 
Association of  Ireland. This is a draft of  his speech at the 
all-Ireland Summer School on 3rd September.                                                   
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