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I. 
Defining Ethics

A. 
“Ethics is reflection on values and principles that determine what kinds of acts to do or avoid and what kind of person to be, to which standards we hold ourselves and our community.” –Brian Stiltner

B. 
“Ethics concerns how to live as full and authentic human beings.” – Vincent Genovesi, In Pursuit of Love
C. 
“Ethics deals with things to be sought and things to be avoided, with ways of life and with the telos.” –Epicurus, ancient Greek philosopher

D. 
Moral/morality and ethical/ethics are mostly interchangeable (Latin and Greek roots), though morality often connotes the living, ethics the study.

II. 
Some Distinctions

A. Key types of analysis

1. Descriptive ethics: accounts of ethics; investigating what people do. The theories of societal relativism and egoism often operate at this level, but may also operate at the next level.

2. Normative ethics: theories of ethics; saying what should be

3. Metaethics: theories about ethics; analyzing ethical claims

B. 
Other qualifiers: Applied, Social, and Professional ethics

C. 
Rule, Principle, Vision (or theory or worldview)

D. 
Obligatory and supererogatory (cf. Baase, 337)

III.
What makes an issue, principle, or decision ethical?

A. Four characteristics

A decision raises (or involves) ethical issues when there is a question concerning whether or not the decision violates any moral standards. How, exactly are moral standards different from any other kinds of standards?

· First, moral standards deal with matters that are (or are thought to be) of serious consequence to our human well-being.

· Secondly, moral standards cannot be established or changed by the decisions of particular authoritative bodies.

· Thirdly, and perhaps most strikingly, moral standards are supposed to override self-interest.

· Fourthly, moral standards are based on impartial considerations.”

–Manuel G. Velasquez, Business Ethics: Concepts and Cases (Prentice-Hall, 1982)


These characteristics have been otherwise been described by the terms supremacy (#2 & 3), universalizability (#3 & 4), and reference to human welfare (#1).

IV.
Sources of Ethics

A. Four commonly named sources

1. Reason (e.g. philosophy, human sciences, practical wisdom, common sense)

2. 
Experience (individual and social; narrative; imagination; feedback from moral living)

3.
Scripture (in religious contexts)

4.
Tradition (in religious and nonreligious contexts)

B. 
Questions of interpretation and interplay. For instance, what if one of your students thinks all moral questions can and should be answered from Biblical texts. Cf. Weston’s chapter for ideas on this.

V.
Metaethics (not so important for you, but here’s the skinny on it)

A.
“The naturalistic fallacy,” according to G.E. Moore in 1900, is the confusion of a moral property with a natural one. Most moral philosophers have wrongly thought that we can deduce an “ought” from an “is” (David Hume first named the problem). Moore’s discussion set off a century worth of debate in metaethics—both the refining of realist theories and the development of irrealist theories.

B. 
Realism/Cognitivism

1. 
There are moral facts or properties in the world; our psychological responses to them are more or less like the recognition of a fact 

2. 
Some versions: Divine command theory, naturalism, natural law theory, intuitionism

C.
Irrealism/Non-cognitivism

1. 
There are no moral facts or properties in the world; our psychological response to moral claims is some sort of approval/disapproval (yet it is still possible under many irrealist theories to reason about moral claims).

2. 
Some versions: subjectivism, emotivism, projectivism, prescriptivism

VI.
Normative Ethical Theories

A. Features of moral action 
1.
Act: The action you commit or omit. Is it right or wrong? How to describe it? (For example, if you withhold some information in response to a person’s question, should that act be called “lying,” “withholding information,” or “protecting his feelings”?).

2. Consequences: The foreseeable results of our acts for good and bad (benefits and harms).

3. Agent: The quality of the person who acts: your values, habits (virtues and vices), motivations, experiences, relationships, and the context in which you live.

4. Context: The circumstances of the act

5. The first three correspond to main ethical theories, which follow. That is, the theories make one or the other feature a primary consideration. The context feature is, in some way, important to all the theories; the method of casuistry (case-based ethical reasoning) gives special prominence to it.

B. 
Ethics of Consequences (Consequentialist ethics)

1.
The key: Acts are right or wrong from their consequences.

2.
In the broader category of teleological ethics: from the end (this is also used to indicate theories of natural law and of ancient Greek ethics). A theory within this: utilitarianism: the theory that there is one and only one principle in ethics—the principle of utility. This principle is that one should produce the greatest possible balance of value over disvalue.

3. 
What is value? Most (such as John Stuart Mill) say: agent-neutral, or intrinsic value (e.g. health, freedom from pain). Jeremy Bentham made the value relative to the agent.

4. 
Is the value one or many? Hedonist vs. pluralistic accounts. Bentham and Mill the former: happiness is the one value. Proponents of latter say there are others, including knowledge, health, beauty.

5. 
Act- vs. Rule-utilitarianism. From the principle to act or with moral rules as the intermediate step.

6.
Critique

a. Pro: Useful in applied contexts (benefits vs. burdens). Impartiality. Expresses concern for overall welfare of all.

b. Con: Conclusions may go against moral common sense. Are we responsible for others’ actions? Can we foresee consequences with enough accuracy? Are the benefits and burdens equally shared: are all voices given a fair hearing?

C. Ethics of principle (Deontological ethics)

1.
From Greek deontos = duty. Generally, an ethics based in duty. Specifically, some action are right and wrong for reasons other than their consequences.

2. 
Many possible grounds for knowing duty: divine commands, natural law, intuition, social contract, or reason (in the sense of a rational respect for agents as the ground of value [Immanuel Kant]).

3.
Monistic or pluralistic

a.
Monistic: Kant’s Categorical imperative: Act only on the basis of a rule you could will for all (universalizable). He also formulated it this way: Act so that you always treat another person as an end in him/herself and never simply as a means. 

b.
Pluralistic: there are several irreducible duties: fidelity, beneficence, justice.

4.
Absolutes? Rules and principles are guides to action; they need not be absolute. Kant gets a bad rap for suggesting that one can never tell a lie, even to save another’s life.

5.
Act- vs. Rule-deontology. Determining the duty under every act, or using the to develop rules.

6.
Critique

a. Pro: Respects everyone as agents. Stress on our freedom and responsibility. The theory need not be absolutist; most deontologists are not. Principles and rules can shape practice over time and help people and institutions be consistent.

b. Con: Principles/rules can be restrictive; they can also be a way to avoid responsibility. How do we take account of the consequences, especially if they lead in the opposite direction from the principle?

D.
Ethics of purpose

1.
Ties to other concerns and terms: character ethics, virtue ethics, narrative ethics, teleological ethics

2.
The ancient Greek ideal: achieving human flourishing by developing oneself in virtue, sharing one’s life with friends, and participating in political life. Some ideas: humans as social and political animals; friendship; the four virtues; practical wisdom; vulnerability to luck

3.
Compare Confucian ethics: achieving the human ideal by acting properly in all social relationships. Individual and social development go hand-in-hand.

4.
This cluster of theories has employed sciences such as  psychology and sociology better to understand and shape moral development

6. Critique

a. Pro: Some varieties of this theory eschew moralization. This approach is inclusive: it can make use of the other two theories. Fits with much moral commonsense and wisdom. Makes sense of why we need role models and of why some people act badly. Takes account of the culture and community in which individuals make moral choices and live moral lives.

b. Con: May be too flexible. Some varieties stress community to the extent that ethics in a pluralistic context appears impossible (or at least greatly impoverished). It may not give us critical distance from our personal goals and cultural context.

VII. 
Ethical Analysis and Debate: “The Ethical Process”

VIII. Comparing Ethical Analysis and Moral Decision-Making

A process for decision making:

1. Think about the options available. Be broad and imaginative.

2. Consult your values: How would a person of character, a person you respect, respond? What motivates you? What is your vision?

3. Ask who is involved. How would your relationships with them be affected?

4. Ask what it means to respect the dignity of all involved.

5. Do the answers from 2, 3, and 4 dovetail on a course of action?

No? ( Then reevaluate, trying to clarify each item.

Yes? ( Then:

6.
Check the consequences

a) The good outweigh the bad ( Do the act

b) The good and bad are in balance or it is difficult to evaluate ( Perhaps reevaluate, or do the act (Remember: consequences aren’t all)

c) The bad outweigh the good ( There is a stronger need to reevaluate

d) But: distinguish the consequences that flow directly from your act from others that are more remote or that come from others
Helpful ways to test your decision:

· The Golden Rule: Treat others as you would have them treat you (one of the best and clearest tests)

· Consult established rules, traditions as guidelines

· Role models

· Consistency among your actions in various situations

· Consistency with your stated values

· Could you reasonably ask that everyone operate on the basis of the principle you used?
By Brian Stiltner, November 1999
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