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Introduction


Ethics is perhaps the one branch of philosophy that has a direct impact on our everyday lives:


[image: image]    In our personal lives we may sometimes wonder what to do ‘for the best’? Should we tell someone a relationship is over now, rather than letting it simply fade away? Should we inform on a friend whom we know is drink-driving, putting himself and others at risk?


[image: image]    In our professional lives, too, we may face even more dramatic dilemmas: a doctor, managing scarce resources, may have to decide to which patient he or she will offer a liver transplant (the young alcoholic or the elderly teetotaller?); a soldier must choose whether to shoot a teenage boy who is about to throw a grenade.


[image: image]    On a political level, a government may have to decide whether it is right to go to war; while citizens may have to justify their decision to rebel against their leaders.


As this rapid overview suggests, ethics is very often not about choosing between a right action and a wrong one (things are rarely that simple), but between two competing ‘rights’ or even between two ‘wrongs’. For this reason – and because ethics places responsibility for our actions (and even for the consequences of those actions) squarely on our shoulders – making moral choices can be a perplexing, even terrifying affair.


Through the ages, moral philosophers have attempted to clarify the way we think about our dilemmas. They have tried to equip us with the moral armour we need to face up to our choices and to provide moral road maps to guide us through life’s ethical minefields. In this short book, I aim to introduce you to the most important of their ideas and how they can be applied to everyday issues and choices.




1 What is ethics?


Understanding ethics


Ethics is a branch of philosophy that asks fundamental questions about right and wrong, good and bad. Such questions can include:


[image: image]    Which acts are right? Which wrong?


[image: image]    How do we decide what makes one act ‘good’ and another ‘bad’?


[image: image]    What values ought we to live by?


[image: image]    What is the extent of our ethical duties – ourselves, our nearest and dearest, every one of our fellow human beings?


[image: image]    What is the ultimate goal of making ethical choices?


Ethics is a branch of philosophy that asks fundamental questions about right and wrong


[image: images]
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Key term: ethics
The word ‘ethics’ derives from a Greek word meaning ‘moral philosophy’. It is closely related to another Greek word, ethos, which we also use and which usually refers to the general character of a culture or society. The ethics of a society reflects its ethos – what it values.


[image: image]


In this chapter we’ll look a little more closely at what ethics might mean (and crucially what it doesn’t mean) and how it relates to other human fields of activity and human capacities:


[image: image]    the relationship between ethics and religion


[image: image]    the role of common sense and reason


[image: image]    the role of the emotions


[image: image]    ethics as an active, ‘non-closed’ process and how it differs from moralism.


[image: image]


•  ‘What’s the right thing to do?’


Ethics and religion


[image: image]    Religions generally have a strong moral quality – they often provide believers with ready-made rules, telling them what it is right (good) and what it is wrong (evil) to do. The most obvious example is the Ten Commandments found in Judaism and Christianity.


[image: image]    Religions also provide believers with a powerful motivation for acting well (on the religion’s terms) – the believer will be ultimately rewarded for his or her obedience, for example, by being admitted to Heaven. Fear of punishment – the ‘fire and brimstone’ of Hell – is a further spur.


[image: image]    Not all religions, it must be said, provide followers with moral ‘commandments’ or threaten them with draconian punishments. For example, Shinto – the ancient religion of Japan – does not concern itself with right and wrong, reward and punishment, in this sense.
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