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Any theory in normative ethics offers an exclusive
criterion for moral action. At the same time, the prevailing view is
that applying any normative theory can solve practical ethical
dilemmas. Thus, it is generally believed that applied-professional
ethics is nothing more than normative ethics. But many
philosophers and professional ethicists oppose this deductive
approach to the application problem, arguing for a derivative (or
procedural) approach to applied ethics. According to this view,
applied ethics is not merely based on a set of a priori principles in
normative ethics but requires the use of human experience in
specific situations. The natural and unnatural disasters are
occasions that challenge the standards of normative ethics under
normal circumstances and remind of the need for special studies
titled “disaster ethics”. In this regard, and considering the Covid-
19 pandemic, this article addresses the issue of whether the
ethical challenge of the triage of coronary patients to receive the
limited medical resources and services can be solved solely on the
basis of normative ethical theories?
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One of the most important challenges for the health systems
of countries affected by COVID-19 is the ethical challenge of decision-
making about the COVID-19 patients triage and reallocation of medical
equipment. Could this applied-professional ethics challenge be resolved
only based on one of the theories of normative ethics? Two general
approaches could be adopted to answer this question, namely deductive
approach and processual approach.

Based on the former, any particular action in life and in any profession
is considered an ethical action if it falls under one of the theories of ethics,
otherwise, it is unethical (Winkler, 1993, p. 360). The fact that some of the
ethical issues in everyday life or profession have important philosophical
aspects is one of the most crucial arguments held by the proponents of this
approach for resorting to the theories of philosophy of ethics in applied
ethics. Another reason is the necessity of solidarity and integrity as well as
balance between different minor ethical principles, which gains significance
particularly in resolving the potential conflicts in the requirements of
professional ethics (Arras, 2016).

However, in processual approach, applied ethics is strongly dependent
on using human experiences in special conditions. Thus, it requires an
interaction between theory and practice, reflection and experience, and
evidence and principles (Beauchamp, 2003; Winkler, 1993). Therefore, the
answer to every ethical dilemma is not determined beforehand or
deductively from top down. The processual view could be used in every
ethical issue, regardless of being rooted in what theoretical background, as
long as it is recognized related to the intended decision-making process.
What determines the weight of an ethical idea is attention to mentioned
process not reflection on the theoretical principles.

In addition to focusing on the challenge of triage of patients with
COVID-19, this study attempts to show that the deductive approach is
problematic in this challenge and upholds a processual reciprocal reflective
approach between the two levels of general principles and specific ethical
judgments (cases).

The method of this study is based on a deductive-non-
deductive (processual) separable and criticism and rejection of the deductive
approach through counter-evidence in a particular field of applied
(professional) ethics, i.e. health care ethics. To reject the deductive approach,
first, it is assumed that we can predicate the instructions for the triage of
patients with COVID-19 on a normative theory using this approach. Next, it
is shown that such an assumption falls short. Thus, the first step includes
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finding the most suitable theory from the three main views in normative
ethics, namely virtue ethics (virtuism), deontological ethics, and
consequentialism. Virtue ethics: Virtue ethics is usually less referred to in
applied-professional ethics as the general assumption is that everyone should
be able to act ethically and be responsible for their decisions; as a result, the
instructions of professional ethics should not be dependent on the virtues of
particular people (Darwall, 2008, p. 36). Deontological ethics: The key
feature of deontological ethics is that it defines the ethicality of a particular
action based on a set of unconditional principles and rules (which we are
always required to follow) regardless of its consequences or the wish of the
actor. For example, if the principle is “manslaughter is wrong”, one must
never commit manslaughter regardless of the conditions (Chu et al., 2020).
It is obvious that such a theory cannot be adopted as the triage or reallocation
instruction for patients with COVID-19. This is because all COVID-19
patients are equal and no one is prioritized over the other. Consequentialism:
Consequentialism is more suited for disaster management applied ethics and
particularly, formulation of instructions of triage for patients with COVID-
19 as basically its focus is on creating desirable conditions rather than doing
the right action.

Therefore, the deductive approach should use consequentialism at the
very best to tackle the challenges of triage and reallocation for patients with
COVID-19. However, it is shown that consequentialism could neither be a
good and complete guide for applied ethics in this field nor justify what is
considered ethical in this field of applied-professional ethics.

In ethical dilemmas, consequentialism finds right a decision
which maximizes benefits: “Maximum good for the maximum number of
people”. Nonetheless, such a stance titled “maximization” faces some
serious criticisms. First, COVID-19 patients triage based on maximization
of life expectancy, quality of life, etc. Would lead to discrimination. Second,
numeral maximization alone cannot be considered the certain solution and
can be used for decision-making of reallocation of medical sources to
COVID-19 patients only if it provides the required congruence and accuracy
for every specific case (Savulescu, Cameron, & Wilkinson, 2020). Finally,
the most major criticism of maximization (and consequentialism) is that it is
based on categorical deprivation of patients for the triage of patients with
COVID-19. This means that in a generic manner, several factors including
disease conditions, underlying diseases, which reduce life expectancy, and
sometimes even patient age are listed and discarded from the beginning of
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the triage. Therefore, such cases are not admitted and this could be very
unjust.

The findings of this study showed that applied-
professional ethics cannot be merely based on the theories of normative
ethics in the challenge of the COVID-19 pandemic. This view advocates
“triage professional ethics” (Hastings Center, 2020), which is based on an
interactive approach between ethical principles and human experience. In
fact, none of the top-down or bottom-up approaches qualify for this matter
and the desirable approach requires a reciprocal reflective process between
the general and specific levels for their active balance and regulation. It is not
the case that we only have principles and rules or only the details of case
judgments for professional ethics to deduce one from the other. Rather, the
fundamental point is that the relationship between the two is dynamic and it
is the experts of professional ethics (not ethics philosophers) who are to
determine which one of the parties (principles or evidence and case
judgments) should be changed in accordance with the other based on
empirical-professional involvement in the situation in addition to using the
principles.
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