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1. Ethical Universalism  
Ethical universalism means universal application of ethical theories for all similarly situated individuals 
regardless of culture, race, sex, religion, nationality, sexual orientation, or any other distinguishing 
feature. It claims that moral principles are eternal and universally applicable. According to this theory, 
right and wrong are objective qualities that can be rationally determined. Most traditional western 
modernists are Universalist in nature. They seek to apply universal principles in every situation to 
differentiate right from wrong. However, this principle may not be applicable realistically due to presence 
of multiple moral perspectives. So, moral perspectives in different cultural context should be known 
before applying this theory.  
 
2. Ethical Relativism  
The theory was proposed by Richard De George in 1999. Ethical relativism claims that morality is context 
dependent and subjective. According to the proponents of this theory, there are no universal right or 
wrong that can be rationally determined. It depends on the person taking the decision and the culture he 
belongs to. Ethical relativism is mainly applied in international business issues, where it is argued that a 
moral judgement about a business decisions cannot be made from outside since morality is culturally 
determined. According to John Kaler (1999), morality is a social phenomenon since we constantly have to 
establish the rules of living as social beings. Hence, there can be diversity in moral convictions in terms of 
religion, philosophy and ideology making space for descriptive relativism. Ethical relativism is different 
from descriptive relativism which simply suggests different culture having different ethics, while ethical 
relativism suggests moral beliefs in both the cultures can be equally right. Even if there is only one 
objectively right moral obligation, they are not widely agreed upon by other members with different 
moral views and convictions. The problem becomes more critical in taking business decision, since in the 
context of globalisation; there is a confluence of moralities from different cultural context. Ethical 
relativism is still a normative theory. Contemporary ethical theorist mainly endorses this view.  
 
Accordingly to John Kaler, morality primarily is related with harm and benefit that an action entails. So, 
right and wrong are largely about avoiding harm and providing benefit. However, in reality, there are 
instances where people like to inflict harm and stays away from providing benefit. Morality is actually 
applicable to govern people’s action in such situation. Hence, benefit and harm are conceptualised 
differently by different ethical theorist. However, a consensus has been reached that morality should help 
a society in avoiding harm and providing benefits to its members. Hence theory of ethical relativism can 
be refuted stating morality is more than a subjective opinion and it aims to address actual harm or benefit 
which is context-independent. When actual harm is inflicted upon the social members, the approach of 
ethical relativist is somewhat evasive since they don’t categorise any action as wrong, but only as 
different.  
 
3. Ethical Pluralism  
Both universalism and relativism are not particularly useful in making effective business decisions. 
Therefore, a middle ground of both the concepts is adopted which is called ethical pluralism. It accepts 
different moral convictions and moral backgrounds, but at the same time believes that some consensus 
should be reached on basic principles in certain social context. While ethical theory clarifies moral 
presuppositions of individual involved in a decision, different parties may look at the situation in terms of 
different ethical theories. In order to take a good business decision, it is therefore necessary to 
understand the range of perspectives in order to come to a consensus on the solution to the ethical 
problem. Hence, instead of a universal or a relative ethical theory, it is imperative to conceptualise ethical 
pluralism to make a practical, structured and systematic assessment of right and wrong in a business 
decision. The theory not only aims at rationalising and understanding the hunches and gut feelings about 
the concept of right and wrong, but also engages in a rational discourse among individuals with divergent 
moral values.  


