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This paper will respond to previous approaches for choosing the most moral career. It will 

provide motivation for making an ethical career choice not based on a consequentialism. Natural 

Law Theory will be used in combination with Virtue Ethics to build a framework for evaluating 

intentions in order to make a moral career selection. A basic method for such an evaluation will 

be outlined. Furthermore, implications to human dignity will be discussed with reference to 

consequentialism. Finally, major objections to this method of career selection will be addressed.  
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Introduction 

In the past, sociologists and philosophers have proposed different outlooks on making 

‘ethical’ career choices. Most notable among these ideas are the supposed moral high-ground of 

working in the charity sector and the consequentialist proposal that it is best to choose a high 

paying career so that more resources can be donated to humanitarian efforts. I will argue that 

both of these proposals for the most morally beneficent career are too simplistic to deal with the 

basic but complex question ‘how should (in the moral sense) each person spend their life?’ 

Essentially the question being asked is ‘how do I know which lifestyle is the right one?’ The 

argument to follow consists of three major sections. The first portion of my proposal will show 

that the above two proposals for career choice are too simplistic to be applicable in our society. 

The second aspect of the argument will draw from ethics of Natural Law Theories and Virtue 

Ethics to support the importance of character development by means of identifying the best 

intentions involved in making a decisions; accepting those with positive intentions and rejecting 

those choices with negatively motivated intentions. A discussion of the implications to the 

dignity of the human person and the motivations for making decisions in this way will be 

included. Finally, I will briefly address potential objections and potential areas for future 

discussion. I will argue that we should adopt a method of career choice which focuses on 

individual intentions and character development which will more effectively uphold the dignity 

of the human person. 

 

Consequentialism and Career Choice  

 Traditional ideas about choosing an ethical career often point to work in the charity sector 

as the most highly regarded option. In his article ‘Replaceability, Career Choice, and Making a 
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Difference,’ MacAskill argues that such workers are replaceable and that it is better for a person 

to become a ‘professional philanthropist’ than work for a charitable organization
i
. He makes his 

argument from a consequentialist perspective. Consequentialism holds that the evaluation of an 

act or manner of acting depends only upon the consequences of the behavior in question. If a 

consequentialist evaluates acts by comparing the resulting pleasure and pain of such an act he is 

called a Classical Utilitarian
ii
.  Varying strands of Consequentialism emphasize a variety of 

schema when evaluating an action’s consequences. MacAskill claims that the highest moral good 

when choosing a career is that which will result in the most concrete benefit to others. 

Essentially, he says that it is better to choose to become a philanthropist than a charity worker if 

one has the means to do so since a philanthropist can provide more benefit to their charity of 

choice
iii

.  

One problem with MacAskill’s argument is that if everyone who had the skill to become 

a philanthropist actually did so society would likely have an excess of these philanthropists and 

not enough charity workers. MacAskill does qualify his argument. He knows that not everyone 

he convinces should go into philanthropy, but if that’s the case, it doesn’t put us much closer to 

deciding how we ought to live. Ultimately, both charity workers and philanthropists serve 

society well, but so do engineers, artists, doctors, clergy, etc.  For example, suppose that some 

charitable religious organization chooses to expend the funds and related resources to design and 

build a church in a third-world country or in a poor area. Some people might protest to this by 

arguing that such money should be used to fund additional necessities such as food and shelter or 

education, however, once the church is completed what will the people there say? Likely many 

of them will be glad to have the structure there free for them to use as shelter and to appreciate 

and find meaning represented in it (not that we shouldn’t provide for necessities, but rather this 
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also has worth). It is not realistic to say that one career has the definitive moral high ground over 

another.  

 

Basic Precepts for Natural Law Ethics  

 I have chosen to format a method for choosing a career based on Natural Law Theory. 

There are three main reasons for this. Firstly, it will allow for the flexibility needed to be 

applicable to the decision making of a wide variety of people. In practice, this should yield a 

wide variety of chosen careers. Finally, it provides a structure and rhetoric which can be used to 

evaluate potential options outside of a consequentialist framework.  

 The basic tenets of Aquinas’ theory, which is viewed as the preeminent Natural Law 

Theory, are that the natural law is God-given, it is authoritative over mankind, and man can 

know this law. Furthermore, ‘the good’ is prior to ‘the right,’ right action is that which is 

properly ordered to the good, there are ways in which right action might be improperly ordered 

to the good, and some of these defects can be described as rules
iv

. Not all Natural Law Theorists 

accept all of these precepts, and it will not be necessary for us to accept all of them in order to 

build a method of choosing a career. It will be sufficient to accept that there are at least some 

absolute moral laws, that the good is prior to the right, and that we can discern some basic rules 

for determining the rightness of an action. 

 

Natural Law Theory and Decision Making  

 Aquinas’ theory proposes various methods for actually determining when an action is not 

ordered properly to the good and I will not examine all of them here. Instead I will propose two 

parts which will be most easily accessible for use in making an ethical choice of career. The 
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method essentially consists of utilizing Virtue Ethics to evaluate our intentions. Virtue Ethics 

asserts that the moral life is the virtuous life. Unlike many other moral theories, it emphasizes the 

importance of being a virtuous person rather than a set of rules for identifying the most moral 

actions.  

Assuming that I am successful in choosing ‘the right’ action I should expect positive 

outcomes to result. So I will not choose to be a philanthropist because of some great good I can 

cause, but because it is the right thing for me to do and it benefits society as a secondary result of 

it being the right thing to do. Therefore, I can expect that right action will prophet the world as 

well as my own moral character though this is not required for an action to be ‘right’ or ‘good’ in 

the sense indicated by Natural Law. 

By my own examination, I should be able to determine what my intentions are behind a 

particular action. With some practice I should also be able to acquire an understanding of which 

situations will likely lead me to a moral predicament where I’d be more liable to make a choice 

that conflicts with the good. So I could choose to become a professional philanthropist, but 

suppose I do this (primarily) because people tell me it will benefit society and they’ll be very 

pleased with me. Over time it seems likely that I will simply do philanthropy as a game in which 

I try to help as many people as I can in order to gain moral status and feel very pleased with 

myself. 

Some critics will likely say that this doesn’t decrease the moral value of my philanthropy 

and that might be true, but in such a case it would be useful to compare my moral fiber to that of 

a philanthropist who did if for selfless reasons; because they truly believed philanthropy was the 

highest moral ground and best way to improve society. I should also compare the case to a 

charity worker. My argument fails if it can be said that I, in my ‘selfish philanthropy,’ still have 
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the moral high-ground over a charity worker who does their job as a selfless service. Notice that 

my question is not ‘who helped more people?’ but rather ‘which decision holds more closely to 

the moral good?’  

To rephrase the argument I can begin by saying that there exists a moral good. This moral 

good is often indicated by the resulting benefit to others, and to myself (morally speaking). The 

benefit to my moral being can be understood through the examination of my intentions in the 

context of my inclinations towards or away from virtue. Hence, I should choose to live in such a 

way that will benefit society, and in which I can reasonable believe that my moral character will 

be strengthened.  

 

Our Intentions 

 In order for the preceding argument to be useful, it will require a method for evaluating 

our intentions. Examining my reasons for doing or not doing some action or, in this case, for 

selecting a particular career will inform me of which options hold the greater moral worth for 

me. Therefore, an individual should choose to act in opposition to their negative moral 

tendencies, and in accord with their positive ones. The idea behind this is not plainly that 

following poor moral intentions will lead to poor moral consequences for society, but that 

following poor moral intentions negatively impacts my moral character and is opposed to the 

good, and this may in turn negatively impact society.  

 In order to evaluate an intention to act two parts are needed. First, the intention must be 

examined to determine the contributing factors. When making a decision there are often multiple 

facets, and some of these are negative while others are positive (meaning morally ill and morally 

beneficial). Second, these aspects of the intention in question will need to be given different 
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weights. These need not be cardinally ranked. Some reasons for acting in a certain way are more 

compelling than others and the goal is to act in opposition to the most compelling negatively 

moral reasons and in accord with the most compelling positively moral reasons.  

 Suppose for example that I want to choose between working in the charity sector and 

becoming a professional philanthropist. Suppose also that I have the tendency for greediness. I 

want to become a professional philanthropist because I know I can benefit many people this way, 

but at the same time I know that being a professional philanthropist will afford me certain 

luxuries that I would not have as a charity worker. I know that I would be an effective charity 

worker and I really want to help people, but I’m convinced that I could help more people as a 

professional philanthropist and because of my selfish desires I’m more inclined to choose this 

path. Where’s the moral high-ground? The answer to this question depends on the weight of my 

various reasons. If the determining factor in my decision is that I want to keep the luxuries I 

would have as a philanthropist, then the better moral decision is to become a charity worker 

because then I am improving my moral character by acting directly against my own selfish ways. 

On the other hand, if helping more people is what really matters to me, then I would be justified 

in concluding that philanthropy is a better choice. 

 It’s not an issue that different individuals will draw different conclusions about which 

decision they should make. In fact, this is a strength of the argument. It seeks to get away from 

consequentialism and develop some basic method by which we can realistically evaluate our 

(career) choices, and because not everyone can have the same career it’s realistic that not 

everyone will make their evaluation and arrive at the same decision. I would argue even that not 

everyone from similar socio-economic status should arrive at the same decision, since their 

personal tendencies will still be at least somewhat varied.  
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Human Dignity 

 At the beginning of this essay I claimed that I wanted to put space between career choice 

and consequentialism, but I didn’t give a more proper treatment of why we should reject the 

consequentialist’s reasoning apart from it being too simplistic to deal with the question of career 

choice. In addition to the impracticality of consequentialism for this issue, the implications of 

using consequentialism to treat major decisions in a person’s life should be considered.  

In MacAskill’s essay, he assumes that we can be most moral by doing the most possible 

concrete good in the world
v
.  Hence, as a philanthropist the measure of how ‘good’ I am would 

be the number of people I am able to help which is quantifiable as a sum of money I donate to 

humanitarian efforts. Each humanitarian action gets reduced to some number value. In order for 

this to be the case, I effectively also reduce the value of those I’m able to help to the value of the 

moral benefit they give to my reputation as a philanthropist. Phrased this way, professional 

philanthropy could almost look like an injustice. If we truly follow the implications of the 

consequentialist ideology then we effectively put a concrete (though not directly monetary) value 

on each person in need and this is objectionable.  

Another way to view this is to consider the moral value of other occupations according to 

consequentialism. Suppose Tom is a talented musician. He has just been offered a very high 

paying job creating commercial music arrangements. He wants to decide if he should (A) accept 

the job offer an use it to engage in philanthropy or if he should (B) keep his original plan to work 

as a concert musician and write sonatas in his spare time. Tom knows that if he chooses B he will 

not have an excess of wealth, but he’ll be quite happy and will be able to contribute honestly to 

society by benefiting other people with his gift of music. He also knows that if he chooses A 
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he’ll have quite a lot of money and be able to help a comparable number of people in a much 

more significant way, but he will do this at the price of having to produce truly awful, 

uninspiring music. According to MacAskill’s reasoning, Tom should choose A. Isn’t this unfair 

to Tom in that it reduces the value of his character to the amount of quantifiable good he can do? 

Perhaps Tom will choose B and go on to create a Mozart-worthy masterpiece which will benefit 

others for years to come, though in a less-direct way.  

The point is that consequentialism is likely to reduce either the giver or the receiver (or 

both) of a good deed to a concrete value, and this doesn’t account for all the good which is 

pleasing to, and sometimes even required for the well-being of, a human person.   

 

Two Objections 

 The method I have outlined for choosing the most ethical career still leaves much room 

for development, however, I will briefly address two objections which seem to be the most 

obvious ones. 

 The first objection is aimed at Natural Law Theory, namely that I have made too many 

assumptions by forming a method around it. It will be easy to object to my argument on the 

grounds that there is no absolute moral good or that such good cannot be known. In defense of 

my argument I can appeal to its pragmatic weight. It should be useful in actually assessing career 

options. I need not show definitively that the precepts are true, and that is not the topic of this 

paper, however, someone wishing to derail my framework will need to show, at a minimum, that 

one or more of the precepts are false and even then he or she might also have to show that it is 

impractical. 
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 The second objection comes from relativism. I claim that there are at least some absolute 

moral laws/goods, but my framework allows that everyone will have different intentions to 

evaluate in different contexts so does that mean I’m also saying that the moral good is different 

for each person? The answer is clearly no. The approach is individualistic, not relativistic. Each 

person is different, but the good itself is not. I might not always be able to determine definitively 

which career between too options is closer to the ideal good, but I can at least narrow it down 

considerably. I might be left with two closely comparable options and have trouble deciding 

between them (determining which better upholds the good). This allows for personal preference, 

however, exercising this preference does not have any bearing on the good itself. 

 

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, a consequentialist approach is too simplistic to realistically handle the 

question of ethical career choice. There are absolute moral goods, and these ought to be upheld. 

We can expect moral career decisions which act in accord with the moral good to have positive 

effects such as societal benefit and personal moral development. Hence, moral career choices can 

be made by evaluating intentions within a personal context which seeks the moral good. Using 

such a method will better serve to handle the complexities of such a decision while also seeking 

to uphold the dignity of the human person. Although the method outlined still has considerable 

flaws, it has the advantage of outlining a realistic approach for choosing a career in a moral 

framework. Hopefully, future thinkers can consider the details more thoroughly or provide other 

potential methods for career selection not based on Natural Law Theories.  

 

                                                
i
 (MacAskill, 2013) 

ii
 (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2011) 
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