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“Live so that when your children think of fairness and integrity, they think of you.”

H. Jackson Brown, Jr.
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'DOMAINS OF ETHICAL ASSESSMENT

At this point, it might seem that ethics concerns itself entirely with rules of con-
duct that are based solely on evaluating acts. However, it is more complicated
than that. Most ethical analysis falls into one or more of the following domains:
(1) action, {2) consequences, (3) character, and:(4) motive..Again, all these
domains will be examined in detail in later chapters, but an overview here
will be helpful. o

Let’s examinethese domains using-an altered version. of the Kitty. Genovese
story. Suppose a man attacks a woman in front-of her apartment and is-about
to kill her. A responsible neighbor hears the struggle, calls the police, and shouts
from the window “Hey you, get out of here!” Startled by the neighbor’s repri-
mand, the attacker lets go of the woman and runs down the street where he is
caught by the police. ' f

Action

One way of ethically assessing this situation is to examine the actions of both the
attacker and the good neighbor: The attacker’s actions were wrong whereas the
neighbor’s actions were right. The term right has two meanings. Sometimes, it
means “obligatory” (as'in “the right act™), but it also can mean “permissible”
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WHAT 1S ETHICS? .9

‘a8 pcnmssnblc, mcludmg in that category what 1s obhgatory

L A “right. act 15 an"act that is permms:bie foryou to-dé: It may be either
. (a) obhgatory or (b); qptlonal
2, An’ oblxgatory actis Onié: ‘that; morahty reqmres you:£0:do; it is. fiot:
, perxmsmble for. you to refraln from domg it
b An optlonal act’is one* that is neu:hez obllgatory no¥’ wrong toidd. It;

_is'not: your duty to do. it NOF is'it. your: duty not- to' doit. Nexther
"'domg it nor. not; domg it, wouid. be wrong.

2 A wrong et is.one you have aif obhganon ora d'uty1 to’ refram ﬁ‘om domg
_+I¢ is ain act you' ought not.ta do; it i not penmsmble to'do it

In our example the. attackers assault on' the -woman was clearly i -wrong-action
(prohibited);;by contrast; the nelghbors act. of. calhng the- pohce was. cleariy a
rlg}it act10n~—and aiy obhgatory oné at that )
' But some‘acts do not seein, elther obhgatory or. wrong Whether you, take a
course i art hlstory or- Enghsh hterature or whethér you write a, letter thh a
pencﬂ or pen seems morally neuttal Either is pcrrmssnble Whether you listen
to rock music or classical music-is not usually. considered morally 51gmﬁcant Lis-~
tening to both i ai]owed and neitheér i is obligatory. Whéther - you marry-or remam
smgle is-a-important decision about how to live your life. The decision you
réach, howeves, is usually corisidered mriorally neutral or opnonal Under most Ci-,
cumstances, to marry (or. not to marry) is considered neither obhgatory nor
wrong-but perm1ss:ble
-Within the range of permissible acts is the notion of supererogatory acts,
or highly altruistic acts. These acts are neither required nor obligatory, but they
exceed what morality requires, going “beyond the call of duty.” For example, sup-
pose the responsible neighbor ran outsidé to actually confront the attacker rather
than simply shout at-him from the window. Thus, the neighbor would assume an
~extra-risk that would not bé morally required. Similarly, while you may be obli-
gated to give a donation to help people in dire need, you would not be obligated

to sell your ca, let alone become impoverished yourself, to help them. The com-
plete scheme of acts, then, is'this;

1. Right act (permissible)
a.  Obligatory act
b. Optional act
(1) Neutral act

(2) Supererogatory act
2. Wrong act (not permissible)

One important kind of ethical theory that emphasizes the nature of the act is
called deontological {from the Greek word deon, meaning “duty”). These theories
hold that somcthmg is inherently right or good about such acts as truth telling
and promise keeping and inherently wrong or bad about such acts as lying and
promise breaking. Classical deontologlcal ethical principles include the Ten
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10 CHAPTER 1

Commandments and the Golden Rule..Perhaps the. leading: proponent of deon=

tological ethics in recent centuries is Immanuel Kant. (17241 804), who dcfended

a principle of moral duty that he-calls. the categorical imperative;” “Agt only on

that maxim. whereby you can at the same- nme wx]l that it would becometa‘ um-

versal law.” Examples for Kang are “Never, break your promxse ’ ind:® “Never coms
mit siicide” What- ail of these deontological theorzes and. pr'ln'ciples h'iv(: in
.common.is the view: that'we have. an inhetent. duty to perform right-actions-
.and av01d bad actions.

" Consequences.

Another way of ethically assessing situations is-to' éxamine the' consequerices of
- an action: If the consequetices are on, balance positive; ‘theq: thes'lctxon is
right; if negative, then wrong In our examplc, take the: consequences of”
the attacker’s actions. At minimum-he physically harms the .woman and psy-
chologlcally traumatizes both her and her neighbors; if: he succeeds in’ k:lhng~
her, then he emotionally devastites her family and. friends, perhaps for. life;
And what doés he gain from this? Just a temporary experience of sadistic plea- .
sure. On balance, his action has overwhelmingly negative consequcnces and
thus is wrong. Examine next the consequences of the responsﬁ)le neighibor
wha calls the police and shouts down from the window “Hey you, get ouit
of here!” This scares off the attacker, thus lnmtmg the harin of his assault.
What does the nexghbor lose by doing this? Just a.temporary experience of
fear, which the nelghbor might have experienced anyway. On balance,
then, the neighbor’s action has overwhelmingly positive. consequences,
which makes it the right thing to do.

Ethical theories that focus primarily on consequences in”determining moral
rightness and wrongness are called teleological ethics {from the Greek.telos,
mcaning “goal directed”). The most famous of these theories is wtilitarianism;
set forth by Jeremy Bentham (1748—1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873),
which requires us to do what is likeliest to have the best consequences. In
-Mill’s words, “Actions are right in propostion as they.tend to promote happiness;
wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.”

Character

Whereas some ethical theories emphasize the nature of actions in themselves and
some emphasize principles involving the ‘consequences of actions, other theories -
emphasize character; or virtue. In our example, ‘the attacker has an -especially bad
character trait—namely, malevolence-—which ‘taints his entire outlook -on life
and predisposes him to act in harmful ways: The attacker is a bad person princi~
pally for having this bad character trait of malevolence. The responsible neighbor,
on the other hand, has a good character trait, which directs his outlook on life—
namely, benevolence, which is the tendency to treat people with kindness and
assist those in need."Accordingly, the neighbor is a good person largely for pos-.
sessing this good trait. ' ‘


Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator

Administrator


WHAT IS ETHICS? - 19

" -.-Moral-philosophers call sich good-charactet: traits virtues'and.bad traits
vices. Entife theories of. inoxﬁalit&--hair_q@been;d¢ve1.6p,ed from these notiors and
are'called virtue theories. The classic proponeit of virtue, theory: was: Aristo il
(384-322 BCE), who: maintained that.the developmeitt of virtnous chirdctéy

. traitsisieeded'to ensure that'we Habitually-act rightly. Althougli it nidy: be helpful
w0’ Have action=guiding, rules; it is vital fo empower our character, withthé, ten;-
" deney-to'do‘good. Many people kiydw that cheating; gossiping; or overindilging,
in food of alcohelis wrong, but they are incapable of déing what is;right. Virtus
Qus people spontaneously do.the right thing and miay not even consciously folkiyw,
- toral rules when doing so.’ '

Motive

Finally, we gan ethically assess situations by examining the motive of the:peo=
ple involvéd: The attacker inténded to ‘brutalize and kill the womih; ‘the’
neighbor inténded to thwart the attacker arid thereby help the womain. Virtu-
ally all-ethical systems recognize the importanicé of motives. For a full assess-
ment of any action, it is important to take the agent’s intention into account.
Two acts may appear identical on the surface; but ohe may bé judged ‘morally;
blaméworthy and the ‘other excusable. Consider John's pushiiig Mary offia.
‘ledge, causing her to break -her leg. In"situation (A), he is‘angry and intends
to harm her, but in situation (B) he sees a knife flying in her direction and
intends to save her life. In (A) he clearly did the wrong thing, whereas in
(B) he did the right thing. A full moral description of any act will take motive
into account as'a relevant factor.

CONCLUSION

The study of ethics has enormous practical benefits. It can free us from prejudice
and dogmatism. It sets forth comprehensive systems from which to orient our
individual judgments. [t carves up the moral landscape so that we can sort out
the issues to think more clearly and confidently about moral problems. It helps
us clarify in our minds just how our principles and values relate to one another,
and, most of all, it gives us some guidance in how to live. Let’s return to questions
posed at the beginning of this chapter, some of which we should now be able to’
better answer. Lo '

What is the nature of morality, and why do we need it? Morality concerns
discovering the rules that promote the human good, as elaborated in the five traits
of moral principles: prescriptivity, universalizability, overridingness, publicity, and
practicability. Without morality, we cannot promote that good.

What is the good, and how will I know it? The good in question is the
human good, specified as happiness, reaching one’s potential, and so forth. What-
ever we decide on that fulfills human needs and helps us develop our deepest
potential is the good that monality promotes.
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