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My Revision Notes: OCR A2 Religious Studies: Religious Ethics 
 
Exam practice questions © OCR G582 2007–2012. Answer guidance has not been written or 
approved by OCR. 
 
These are guidelines of what might be included but are by no means exhaustive or even the 
only way to answer the question. 
 
Chapter 1 
1 To what extent is ethical language meaningful? [35] 

AO1  
• You could discuss what the approaches of cognitivists and non-cognitivists in meta-

ethics mean by the word ‘meaningful’.  
• You will need to explain the views of scholars such as Moore, Pritchard, Ross and Ayer. 

 
AO2  
• Analyse the views of different scholars on this question and discuss if the word 

‘meaningful’ means the same to all of them. 
• You need to assess the strength of the claim.  

 
2  ‘Ethical statements are no more than expressions of opinion.’ Discuss. [35] 

AO1 
• Explain the views of Ayer and emotivism, which considers that ethical statements are 

simply opinions.  
• You could refer to the work of the logical positivists. 
• You could discuss the ideas of Stevenson who considered ethical statements to be 

both descriptive and emotive.  
• You could explain the ideas of Moore, Pritchard and Ross.  
• You could explain the approach of ethical naturalism.  

 
AO2 
• Analyse the views of different scholars on this question and how they would explain 

ethical statements.  
• You could assess the view that ethical statements are the result of using our reason, 

not simply emotional responses. 
• You could analyse whether or not one person’s opinions may be considered any better 

than another’s.  
 
3 ‘All ethical statements are prescriptive.’ Discuss. [35] 

AO1 
• Begin by explaining the views of Hare and the ideas of prescriptivism.  
• You could show how prescriptivism built on and developed the ideas of emotivism. 
• You could contrast this with the views of Ayer and emotivism.  
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• You could discuss the idea that ethical statements may depend on the person’s 
upbringing, attitudes and feelings etc.  

• You could also discuss other meta-ethical approaches such as intuitionism and ethical 
naturalism. 
 

AO2 
• Analyse the views of different scholars on this question and how they would explain 

ethical statements. 
• Assess the view that ethical statements are prescriptive and not merely descriptive. 
• You could analyse the advantages and disadvantages of prescriptivism. 

 
4 ‘Ethical language is meaningless.’ Discuss. [35] 

AO1 
• Discuss what is meant by the word ‘meaningless’ according to the approaches of 

cognitivists and non-cognitivists.  
• Consider the views of scholars such as Moore, Pritchard, Ross and Ayer. 

 
AO2  
• Analyse the views of different scholars on this question and whether ‘meaningless’ 

means the same to all of them. 
• Evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the different approaches in order to answer 

the question. 
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Chapter 2 
1 ‘We are free to make ethical decisions.’ Discuss. [35] 

AO1  
• Discuss what is meant by being free to make moral decisions.  
• Explain libertarianism and hard determinism.  
• Compare these views to compatibilism or soft determinism. 
• You could also explain predestination and contrast this to religious teachings on free 

will. 
• You could discuss whether psychological, genetic or social factors limit our freedom to 

make moral decisions. 
 

AO2 
• You need to assess the implications if our moral decisions are not free, and the lack of 

personal responsibility that would result. 
• You could assess the teachings of Kant; he said that to be moral we must be free. 
• You could assess Sartre’s idea that free decisions give meaning to our lives. 

 
2 ‘Our freedom to make ethical choices is an illusion.’ Discuss. [35] 

AO1  
• Explain the different forms of determinism: hard, soft and libertarianism. 
• Explain Locke’s idea that our freedom to make ethical choices is an illusion. 
• You might consider Calvinism and predestination, and religious teachings on free will.  
• You could discuss the place of conscience in ethical decision-making, and whether it is 

free, subject to outside influences, or just seems to be free. 
 

AO2  
• You need to consider the implications for society and our ideas of reward and 

punishment if free will is an illusion. 
• You could assess the teaching of Kant; he said that to be moral we must be free. 

 
3 Critically assess the claim that people are free to make moral decisions. [35] 

AO1  
• Discuss what is meant by being free to make moral decisions.  
• Explain libertarianism and hard determinism.  
• Compare these views to compatibilism or soft determinism. 
• You could also explain predestination and contrast this to religious teachings on free 

will. 
• You could discuss whether psychological, genetic or social factors limit our freedom to 

make moral decisions. 
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AO2 
• You need to assess the implications if our moral decisions are not free, and the lack of 

personal responsibility that would result. 
• You could assess the teachings of Kant; he said that to be moral we must be free. 
• You could assess Sartre’s idea that free decisions give meaning to our lives. 
• You could assess the implications of Sartre’s idea that it is only our freedom that gives 

meaning to our lives. 
 
4 ‘Our ethical decisions are the result of social conditioning.’ Discuss. [35] 

AO1 
• Explain social conditioning. You could discuss the views of Darrow here.  
• You could discuss the psychological views such as those of Piaget and Kohlberg, as well 

as the behaviourists such as Pavlov and Skinner. 
• You could compare a determinist view with libertarianism and compatibilism.  
• You could also consider Calvin and predestination, and the religious teachings on free 

will.  
 

AO2 
• You need to consider the implications for ethics if our ethical decisions are all the 

result of social conditioning, and the resulting implications for society and our system 
of reward and punishment.  

• You could consider whether freedom is an illusion. 
• You could assess the teaching of Kant; to be moral we must be free.  

 
5 Critically assess the view that we are not responsible for our evil actions. [35] 

AO1 
• Discuss the different forms of determinism: hard, soft and libertarianism.  
• You could explain the views of scholars such as Darrow, Honderich and Hospers.  
• You could explain biological and psychological determinism. 
• You could explain theological determinism such as Calvinism and predestination.  
• You could even consider the role of conscience in ethical decision-making. 

 
AO2 
• You would need to consider the implications for ethics if we are really free, and if we 

are not free.  
• Assess the view that all our evil actions are the results of previous causes.  
• You could consider the implications of the above statement in terms of human 

accountability and responsibility.  
 
6 Critically assess the claim that free will and determinism are compatible. [35] 

• Use the different theories of determinism to answer the question.  
• Explain what is meant by hard determinism, moral freedom and libertarianism and 

whether humans are ever free to make moral decisions.  
• You could consider views such as those of Darrow, Honderich and Hospers. 
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• You could discuss theological determinism, Calvin and predestination and religious 
teachings on free will.  

• Compare these with compatibilism.  
• You could discuss the role of conscience in making moral decisions. 
• You could also discuss biological and psychological determinism. 

 
AO2 
• You could assess the view that we see ourselves as having free will, but that does not 

mean that our decisions are made independent of deterministic factors from our 
upbringing etc. You could discuss whether these factors determine ethical decisions or 
simply influence them. 

• You could consider the implications for ethics if we are not free.  
• You could consider if freedom is an illusion (Locke).  
• You could argue that free will is essential to us as humans, and that we always use our 

reason when making ethical decisions.  
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Chapter 3 
 

1 Assess the view that conscience need not always be obeyed. [35] 
AO1 
• You could explain the tensions between conscience and moral absolutes such as 

religious teaching or laws.  
• Explain each approach to conscience, then discuss each scholar’s argument for the 

need to obey and follow conscience, or not. Consider Newman, Aquinas, Butler, 
Piaget, Freud, and Fromm.  
 

AO2  
• Compare and contrast the different reasons for following or ignoring conscience. 
• Assess the reliability of conscience and factors that undermine it. 
• You could also assess the possibility that conscience could be used to justify any 

actions, or that people use conscience to justify different actions. 
 
2 Critically assess the claim that conscience is the voice of reason. [35] 

AO1  
• Explain the views of Aquinas and connect this to the concept of conscience as the 

voice of reason.  
• Explain the alternative views of Butler and Newman. 
• Contrast this with an explanation of the views of sociologists and psychoanalysts such 

as Freud, Fromm and Piaget.  
 

AO2 
• You evaluate the idea that conscience is God-given but not infallible and requires 

training. 
• Or you assess whether conscience is merely the product of our upbringing and 

authority figures and so is learnt rather than innate. 
• You need to discuss different viewpoints. 

 
3 Evaluate the claim that conscience is the voice of God. [35] 

AO1 
• Explain the ideas of Newman and connect these views with the concept of an innate 

voice of God.  
• Explain the slightly different ideas of Butler, Aquinas, Freud, Piaget and Fromm. 

 
AO2 
• You will need to discuss the opinion that ‘the voice of God’ becomes distorted or 

misinterpreted and whether it would be the same for all. 
• The influence of sociologists and psychoanalysts may be used to oppose the 

proposition.  
• This question could be argued either way.  
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4 ‘For issues surrounding sex the demands of conscience override other ethical 
considerations.’ Discuss. [35] 
AO1  
• You can begin by explaining Newman’s and Butler’s ideas about conscience (religious 

and innate) or Piaget, Fromm and Freud (secular and learnt) in relation to the issues 
around sex. 

• You could even concentrate your answer on the views of one scholar’s approach such 
as that of Freud. 

• You could also discuss the ideas of conscience from Aquinas and explain how these 
can be applied to issues surrounding sex. 

• You could contrast the demands of conscience with the approaches of ethical 
theories. 
 

AO2  
• Assess whether following conscience is reliable and how important it is as a moral 

guide.  
• You could assess how decisions about sex can be influenced by society and culture, for 

example the changing attitudes towards homosexuality. 
• You could argue that using an ethical theory might be more useful. 
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Chapter 4 
1 ‘The weaknesses of virtue ethics outweigh its strengths.’ Discuss. [35] 

AO1 
• Explain virtue ethics from Aristotle and more modern approaches.  
• Explain the Golden Mean.  
• You could discuss the idea that virtues can seem to be culturally relative and so virtue 

ethics is difficult to apply to ethical dilemmas. 
• You could discuss the difficulty of learning from virtuous people.  
• You could explain the importance of a person-centred approach.  

 
AO2 
• Assess the arguments both for and against a person-centred theory.  
• You could compare virtue ethics with another ethical theory that you feel may give a 

better outcome.  
• Or you could assess whether a virtuous person would need ethical theories to make 

the right decisions. 
 
2 To what extent is virtue ethics helpful when making decisions about extra-marital sex? 

[35] 
AO1 
• Explain virtue ethics from Aristotle and more modern interpretations. You could say 

that it looks at moral choices such as extra-marital sex from the standpoint of the 
individual person. 

• You might also consider the role of developing and practising the virtues and whether 
this would help a person make a decision about extra-marital sex.  

• You could also discuss following the example of virtuous people. 
• You could discuss the views of more modern scholars such as Hursthouse and Slote 

and consider how their views might be applied to extra-marital sex.  
 

AO2 
• Assess whether virtue ethics is useful as it concentrates on personal values/skills and 

care for others.  
• You could discuss that extra-marital sex would make a person less virtuous as those 

involved do not consider the virtues of commitment, honesty, loyalty etc. 
 
3 To what extent do modern versions of virtue ethics address the weaknesses of 

Aristotle’s teaching on virtue? [35] 
AO1 
• You need to begin by explaining virtue ethics from Aristotle and more modern 

approaches.  
• Explain the concept of eudaimonia, the Golden Mean and the difference between the 

intellectual and the moral virtues. 
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• Explain why virtue ethics was revived in the 20th century, and explain the ideas of 
scholars such as Anscombe, Foot, MacIntyre, Hursthouse, Slote, etc. 

• You could discuss the fact that virtues can seem to be culturally relative and so virtue 
ethics is difficult to apply to ethical dilemmas.  

• You could explain that Hursthouse criticised Aristotle for his attitude to women and 
slaves, who were included in his teaching on virtue. 

• You could discuss the difficulty of learning from virtuous people.  
• You could explain the importance of a person-centred approach. 

 
AO2 
• Assess the arguments both for and against a person-centred theory, and whether 

modern virtue ethics address the problems of Aristotle’s virtue ethics. 
• You could contrast virtue ethics with another ethical theory that you feel may give a 

better outcome.  
• Assess whether eudaimonia is important to humanity.  
• You could also discuss if virtue ethics is actually worth considering to address issues in 

today’s world. 
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Chapter 5 
 

1 Assess the usefulness of religious ethics as an ethical approach to business. [35]  
AO1 
• You could explain the biblical teachings that could be applied to the ethical issues 

surrounding business, such as laws about the ethical treatment of employees, or 
about honesty and fairness.  

• You could use the teachings of Amos or of Jesus. 
• You explain the Protestant work ethic and also ideas of social justice from Catholic and 

Protestant Christians. 
• You could explain natural law or situation ethics as a religious approach to business. 
• You could contrast the approach of religious ethics with that of another ethical theory.  

 
AO2 
• Assess whether religious ethics are the best way of dealing with international business 

issues. 
• You could assess whether religious ethics are useful as they are universal, the role of 

Christians as shareholders, the importance to religious ethics of ethical investments 
and religious criticisms of environmental impact of business. 

• Or you could assess whether an alternative ethical approach would be more useful. 
 

2 ‘The environment suffers because business has no ethics.’ Discuss. [35] 
AO1 
• You could explain that the dilemma facing businesses is either to maximise profits for 

shareholders (the view of Milton Friedman), or to have a moral responsibility to 
society as a whole, including the environment. 

• It is a good idea to give examples to illustrate this. 
• You could use different ethical approaches to this issue such as utilitarianism, virtue 

ethics etc.  
• You could explain ideas of deep ecology and contrast this with a more shallow ecology 

approach which considers environmental damage in terms of human benefit. 
 

AO2 
• Assess whether businesses do have moral values and whether the influence from 

consumers limits environmental damage.  
• You could argue that for business to make good economic sense, it does not always 

consider environmental issues as it is more important for a business to make a profit.  
• You could assess whether the efforts made by business to improve and preserve the 

environment are pointless and limited, or whether business is more ethical in relation 
to the environment. 
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Chapter 6 
 

1 ‘Utilitarianism is not the best approach to environmental ethics.’ Discuss. [35] 
AO1 
• Explain utilitarianism using the ideas of Bentham, Mill, Singer, and the main types of 

utilitarianism e.g. act, rule and preference.  
• Apply this to environmental issues e.g. pollution, deforestation etc.  
• You could compare this with other approaches to the environment e.g. religious 

ethics, deep ecology and the Gaia hypothesis. 
 

AO2 
• Assess whether utilitarian principles are the best way of approaching the environment 

or whether you agree with the statement. 
• You could consider how the majority may benefit, and who the minority are here and 

how they might suffer. You could introduce Singer’s ideas that animals need to be 
considered, not just humans. 

 
2 ‘The environment suffers because business has no ethics.’ Discuss. [35] 

AO1 
• You could explain that the dilemma facing businesses is either to maximise profits for 

shareholders (the view of Milton Friedman), or to have a moral responsibility to 
society as a whole, including the environment. 

• It is a good idea to give examples to illustrate this. 
• You could use different ethical approaches to this issue such as utilitarianism, virtue 

ethics etc.  
• You could explain ideas of deep ecology and contrast this with a more shallow ecology 

approach which considers environmental damage in terms of human benefit. 
 

AO2 
• Assess whether businesses do have moral values and whether the influence from 

consumers limits environmental damage.  
• You could argue that for business to make good economic sense, it does not always 

consider environmental issues as it is more important for a business to make a profit.  
• You could assess whether the efforts made by business to improve and preserve the 

environment are pointless and limited, or whether business is more ethical in relation 
to the environment. 
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3 Assess the claim that secular approaches to environmental issues are of more help than 
religious approaches. [35] 
AO1 
• Explain secular approaches to the environment  such as utilitarianism, deep ecology, 

the views of Aldo Leopold and Arne Naess, conservation or shallow ecology, the Gaia 
hypothesis, etc. 

• Contrast with a religious approach, using the biblical teaching of dominion and 
stewardship. You could discuss the ideas of Francis of Assisi, which give intrinsic value 
to the natural world.  

• You could explain the approach to the environment of an ethical theory which may be 
seen as essentially religious, such as Aquinas’ natural law. 

• Use environmental issues, e.g. pollution, deforestation, etc. to illustrate your answer. 
 

AO2 
• Assess whether secular or religious approaches are the best way of dealing with the 

environment.  
• Examine whether religious ethics may not be a good approach because of the 

different interpretations of religious texts.  
• Discuss whether religious ethics have led to a misuse of the environment, using the 

ideas of Lyn White and Peter Singer.  
• Consider the problems associated with Bentham’s utilitarianism which only considers 

the greater good of humans. 
• Compare religious ethics with secular approaches such as the Gaia hypothesis. 
• Finally you could conclude that it does not matter which approach is followed, as long 

as the environment is protected. 
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Chapter 7 
 

1 To what extent are ethical theories helpful when considering the issues surrounding 
homosexuality? [35] 
AO1 
• Explain and contrast different ethical views of sexual ethics and their approaches to 

homosexuality.  
• You could consider different aspects of homosexuality: inclination versus practice, 

fidelity versus infidelity etc.  
• You could explain the influences of society, environment, genetics, etc. on 

homosexuality. 
• You could discuss the role of the conscience in making decisions about homosexuality. 

 
AO2 
• You could consider the ethical theories helpful, or could just apply the harm principle 

as a method of judging the issues surrounding homosexuality. 
• You could assess if there are any absolute principles that are binding in all types of 

sexual relationship. 
 
2 ‘Natural law is the most reliable approach when making decisions about pre-marital 

sex.’ Discuss. [35] 
AO1 
• Explain briefly the main teachings of natural law and its possible deontological and 

absolute nature. 
• You could then explain how natural law approaches sex, and especially pre-marital 

sex.  
• You could discuss the unitive nature of sex within the relationship of marriage. 
• You could explain that couples who engage in pre-marital sex may be seeking after 

apparent goods.  
• You could use other primary precepts.  
• You could give examples to illustrate your answer and even consider the view of 

another ethical theory such as situation ethics or utilitarianism. 
 

AO2 
• You could discuss what is meant by reliable. 
• You could agree with the statement and say natural law gives a reliable and consistent 

response to premarital sex, as it is universal and based on human nature.  
• Or you could argue that it is inflexible and out of date and too absolute in its 

application.  
• You could consider another theory such as utilitarianism or situation ethics to be more 

reliable. 
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3 To what extent is virtue ethics helpful when making decisions about extra-marital sex? 
[35] 
AO1 
• Explain virtue ethics from Aristotle and more modern interpretations. You could say 

that it looks at moral choices such as extramarital sex from the standpoint of the 
individual person. 

• You might also consider the role of developing and practising the virtues and whether 
this would help a person make a decision about extra-marital sex.  

• You could also discuss following the example of virtuous people. 
• You could discuss the views of more modern scholars such as Hursthouse and Slote 

and consider how their views might be applied to extra-marital sex.  
 

AO2 
• Assess whether virtue ethics is useful as it concentrates on personal values/skills and 

care for others.  
• You could discuss that extra-marital sex would make a person less virtuous as those 

involved do not consider the virtues of commitment, honesty, loyalty etc. 
 
4 ‘For moral issues surrounding sex the demands of conscience override other ethical 

considerations.’ Discuss. [35] 
AO1  
• You can begin by explaining Newman’s and Butler’s ideas about conscience (religious 

and innate) or Piaget, Fromm and Freud (secular and learnt) in relation to the issues 
around sex. 

• You could even concentrate your answer on the views of one scholar’s approach such 
as that of Freud. 

• You could also discuss the ideas of conscience from Aquinas and explain how these 
can be applied to issues surrounding sex. 

• You could contrast the demands of conscience with the approaches of ethical 
theories. 
 

AO2  
• Assess whether following conscience is a reliable and how important it is as a moral 

guide.  
• You could assess how decisions about sex can be influenced by society and culture, for 

example the changing attitudes towards homosexuality. 
• You could argue that using an ethical theory might be more useful. 

 


