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Welcome to Ethics for Life!


Our lives are shaped by two things: the circumstances in which we find ourselves, and the choices we make. About the former we can often do little; but the latter? Well, that’s where Ethics comes in. There’s nothing more immediately relevant than thinking about issues of good and bad, right and wrong and how to give meaning and direction to our lives. Being able to state our views on moral issues clearly and justify them rationally, is a great way of sorting out the values by which we wish to live, affirming our personal integrity and giving our lives a sense of purpose.


In this, the sixth edition of my ‘Teach Yourself’ book on Ethics, I have tried to highlight the personal importance of ethics, asking of each ethical theory or issue ‘Why might this be relevant to me?’


I am very aware of how impossible it is to do justice to ethical issues in a book of this size and scope. There is a huge amount of material available today, both in print and on the internet: please visit www.ethicsforlife.co.uk where you will find suggestions for further reading, links to other websites, a range of freely available articles and notes on ethics, and the opportunity to contact me with your questions or comments. Or you may like to browse material of a whole range of topics in philosophy and ethics by visiting my own website: www.philosophyandethics.com.


No book can (or should) provide you with adequate, ready-made answers to moral dilemmas, but I hope this one will offer you some ideas and arguments to help you clarify the ethical principles by which you live.


Mel Thompson


February 2018



Introduction: What’s the point of ethics?
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In this introduction you will learn:

•  What is involved in the study of ethics

•  To consider whether a question is morally significant

•  To reflect on the importance of applying ethical arguments to everyday life

•  About presenting an ethical argument
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Why?






In personal terms, the study of ethics can offer two things. Firstly, it can help us appreciate the moral choices that people make, and the justification they give for them. Secondly, it involves a reflective sharpening of our own moral awareness – a conscious examination of the values and principles by which we choose to live, how these have influenced the decisions we have taken, and (more importantly) the part that moral choice plays in shaping our own future and that of the world around us. To think ethically is to take conscious control of our lives, rather than drifting with social fashion or blindly following what other people tell us.

As we look at ‘Ethics for life’, our motto should be ‘Take back control!’
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‘What should I do?’

‘How do I know what is right?’

These basic questions are the starting point for ethical debate, for ethics is about moral choices, the values that lie behind them, the reasons people give for them and the language they use to describe them. It is about innocence and guilt, right and wrong, and what it means to live a good or bad life. It is about the dilemmas of life, death, sex, violence and money. It explores human virtues and vices, rights and duties.
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Key idea for life






If you hope this book will provide you with a handy guide for deciding life’s issues and relieve you of difficult decisions, forget it! Such a book does not exist, and if you find one that claims to do so, be on your guard; the author probably has an agenda to push or a lifestyle to sell. All a book can do is introduce you to ideas that may help you to think through issues that face you and to accept ownership of the decisions you take.
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To be interested in ethics is to be interested in life! Each day we are bombarded with news of personal choices and their consequences, from the sexual proclivities of the famous to the violence and tragedy of war, and from the sight of those who are starving in an otherwise prosperous world to the casual vandalism and petty crime of inner city streets. The explanations given for these things may vary, from elaborate justifications in terms of a political or economic ideology, to the general complaint that traditional values have vanished. We cannot escape from moral issues, even if we are lucky enough to find that our own lives are untouched by painful decisions or tinges of guilt.

In this respect, babies are lucky. They feel hungry, or dirty, or wet, and just scream until someone figures out what is wrong and gives them what they need. They do not have the intellectual ability to question how they got into their particular mess, or the steps they need to take to get out of it. They are not morally responsible. But it is not long before the toddler will complain ‘That’s not fair!’ and he or she will have started to explore ethics.

No rational human being can escape moral responsibility, for refusing to even consider whether something is right or wrong is itself a moral choice; only infants, psychopaths and the unconscious are beyond considering such things. For the rest of us, ethics is about life and what we should make of it.
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Remember this: Morality and ethics






It may be useful to distinguish between ‘ethics’ and ‘morality’ – although in common usage the terms are almost interchangeable. In this book, generally speaking, morality will refer to the rights and wrongs of a person’s conscious actions. Ethics, as ‘moral philosophy’, will cover the more general principles by which we understand moral questions, the values by which we live, how people should treat one another, their obligations, rights and duties and so on. Ethics is also the discussion of what it means to lead a ‘good’ life.
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Key idea for life






What we care about in life, our particular values and commitments, shape who we are. So ethics is not just a matter of ‘What should I do?’ but of ‘What sort of person should I be? What values should I hold? How may I apply those values to my life-choices and the way I deal with other people and the world around me?’
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What’s involved?

Before launching into the book, let’s take a quick look at some of the ideas and theories that we will need to consider.

We shall be looking at a variety of ethical arguments, from Aquinas to Nietzsche, Machiavelli to Hobbes and Bentham to Kant, testing them out as we apply them to a whole range of moral issues. But first we will need to explore just what it is that makes something moral or immoral.

Morality only makes sense if people are free to choose what to do, so we need to examine the extent to which our circumstances – our background, environment, economic position, emotional state and so on – determine us and can justify as well as explain our actions. We also need to ask whether there can be absolute standards of right or wrong, or whether everything is culturally and socially conditioned. This is of particular importance in a multi-cultural environment, where the values upon which ethical choices are made may vary between cultural groups.

We’ll also need to think about how ethics relates to questions about law and justice, and also to religion, since all the major world religions offer their followers a particular view of life and a set of values by which to live.

At many points in this book we will need to think carefully about the relationship between reason and intuition or emotion. Should we base our ethics on a calculation of results, or an intuition about what is right? Before we can engage seriously with any moral question, we need to balance facts and values.
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Reflect: Euthanasia – an example of relating facts and values






Someone is terminally ill and in pain. They find life intolerable and ask to be helped to die painlessly and with dignity, rather than continue to suffer. Should such a person be given a drug to end their life? Or should their life support be turned off, so that they die naturally? Taking the situation one step further back, is it right for medics to prescribe courses of treatment that may extend life a little, but at the cost of further suffering, if the patient would prefer to be allowed to die?

Situations like this lead to deeply felt moral arguments on both sides. It is an emotional time for all concerned, and also a threatening time for anyone called to administer euthanasia, since any taking of life is a serious and usually criminal activity. In most circumstances, for most people (especially those such as doctors and nurses who are committed to enhancing health), it is also deeply repugnant. So we need to check:

✽  Facts: What is the prognosis? Is the person requesting euthanasia fully aware of their situation and capable of making a rational choice? Can a painless and quick death be assured if opted for? Who else is involved (family and friends) and what impact will the decision have on them?

✽  Values: People on all sides of this debate might agree on a basic value – that life is precious and to be respected. From that positive statement, the argument then spreads out to examine whether valuing life requires that you insist that the person lives on to their natural biological end, or whether the value of life is expressed in terms of its quality, and of the right of each individual to decide what is in their own best interest.

Other, less worthy, issues might also be considered: that the person is costing a lot to be kept alive, and the money might be better spent helping others, or that the seriously ill person is taking up too much time and effort in medical terms. Those would be extreme examples. But, more generally, should other people’s interests be taken into account, or only those of the person who is dying?

Once those fundamental values are sorted out – or at least put in priority order – you then need to see how they can be applied to the present situation. You might conclude that euthanasia is generally wrong, but in this particular situation it is right. Or you might conclude the opposite, that although you generally approve of the right to die, there are particular factors here that make you uneasy about applying it to the present situation – perhaps because you think the dying person is confused, or that others might have been applying pressure on them to agree to euthanasia.

To think ethically, facts and values need to be seen alongside one another and brought into balance.
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But are we free to choose what we do anyway? Some might argue that we are fully conditioned by our background and by all that has happened to us in life, such that each action is completely determined by causes that lie in our past. If that is actually the case, then there seems no point in saying that anyone is to blame for anything they do. But we cannot escape the fact that people believe themselves to be free; they sense that they have ‘free will’. If a psychiatrist later explains to them that they had no real choice, given their history, that may serve to lessen their responsibility in a court of law, but may not detract from their sense of having had a moral choice in the first place.

But, given that we experience moral choice and may also want to comment on the rights or wrongs of what other people do, how should we do so? The history of ethics provides us with a number of different approaches:

•  From the thinkers of Ancient Greece – particularly Aristotle – we have theories that attempt to decide morality on the basis of the essence or purpose of human life, and on the qualities that constitute the ‘good life’. These developed into the ‘natural law’ and the ‘virtue ethics’ approaches to moral questions.

•  Another approach to deciding ethical questions – and the most widely used today – is ‘utilitarianism’, which argues that the right thing to do is that which offers the greatest benefit to the greatest number of people involved. This corresponds to what many people see as a common sense view – namely that you take a moral decision in order to get the best possible result, to avoid suffering or to benefit people. The problem is that we anticipate what the result of an action might be – in wanting to save a drowning person, or to share out resources to those who need them – but we do not know whether these immediate, beneficial results may lead on to others that we cannot yet anticipate but which may be harmful. Hence utilitarian arguments, although of great practical use, can never give absolute assurance that we know what is right. But what are the alternatives?

•  The philosopher Immanuel Kant sought to devise general principles based on pure practical reason, rather than the results of an action, which could determine whether something was right, irrespective of its consequences. He argued that one should always act in such a way that one could at the same time will that everyone else should act on the same principle, that you should always treat others as ends and never as means, and that you should behave as though legislating for a kingdom in which everyone was treated as an end in themselves. These general principles seem straightforward and clear, but how effective are they likely to be in dealing with the reality of a world where not everyone signs up to the same high moral standards? In other words, they may sound fine, but are they practical?

Some argue that people have a natural sense of altruism – that they genuinely seek the good of other people – and that, faced with suffering, there is a deep and natural desire to help. Others suggest the opposite: that we are all fundamentally selfish, helping others only because it is to our long-term advantage or because it makes us feel good about ourselves by doing so.

History is full of examples of people who have gone against their own personal wellbeing for the sake of a higher principle or cause. The martyr is a prime example. But how should we judge even that ultimate act of self-giving for a cause? What if we judge the cause to be mistaken? What if the person is unduly pressured into compliance? The fact of suicide bombings, whether for overtly religious, cultural or political reasons (and the balance between these three require careful consideration) has brought this ultimate gesture of self-giving into stark relief. When is a cause worth dying for (or killing for) and when is it not? In a war, both sides may feel that right is on their side. Who is to decide between them?

Most people today live in societies that are multi-cultural, and even where one culture predominates locally, the ubiquitous influence of the media means that everyone is aware of a range of views and cultures. It is therefore tempting to say that all moral arguments, and the values upon which they are based, are relative to the particular society from which they have come. But what follows from that? Should you therefore take a relativist line, and allow that anything is okay provided that the local society approves of it? We may look back to a time when adulterers were stoned to death, witches burnt at the stake, and people whose religious views differed from the norm tortured and put to death for their beliefs, and argue that all such actions should be seen in an historical context. But what of female circumcision? Or capital punishment? Or the execution of homosexuals? Or the torture of political prisoners? Can we argue that there are no moral absolutes, and that all these things are justified within a particular society and culture? These are not rhetorical questions, but genuine ones, because once you then try to find a moral norm that can be imposed globally, you may find yourself accused of ethical and cultural imperialism.

Ethics is far from easy. When applied to real-life situations there are sometimes very different but equally valid ways of deciding what is right. To continue our earlier example, we saw that, faced with a person who is dying slowly, without dignity and in pain, one person will argue (on the basis of the value of human life) that the kindest and best thing to do is to assist that person to die peacefully, painlessly and with whatever dignity is possible. Yet someone else, faced with exactly the same situation, and for exactly the same reason (namely to maintain the value of human life) will argue that life should never be shortened, or human life will be degraded and its sanctity threatened. Faced with two equally convincing arguments, how do you decide which is right?

There is no simple answer to that question – if there were, the world’s issues would be quickly resolved. Rather, the process of ethical argument requires hard work and ruthless honesty.
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Key idea for life






At its heart, a personal approach to ethics aims to help you make better choices. It is possible to go through life motivated entirely by self-interest and oblivious to the effect of our behaviour on other people, but few would see that as an admirable way to live. Mostly, we want to behave well, but are aware of our own failings. Getting to grips with our personal morality requires a balance between emotion, intention and reason; it’s one thing to feel that you want to do the right thing, quite another to think carefully about what makes something right or wrong.
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What makes something moral?

Many choices are a straightforward matter of personal preference, and the actions that spring from them are neither moral nor immoral. They only become the subject of moral debate because of the intentions behind them, their intended results, and the values they reflect.
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Reflect: Choices






Someone asks you ‘Shall I wear red or blue?’ This is not a moral question and, unless they are going to a political rally, your answer will reflect no more than a preference for one colour rather than another.

But what if the person who asks you is about to take a walk that will lead him or her across a field in which you know there is a particularly unfriendly bull? (Assuming that the bull is not colour blind and hates red!)

The answer now becomes a matter of moral choice. Shall I, out of hatred or mischief, suggest red? If the person is injured or killed, am I to blame? Is the bull guilty, or am I?

If the bull cannot help but charge when it sees red, can it be blamed for doing what comes naturally? On the other hand, if I have a compulsion to cause mischief, which makes it emotionally impossible for me to suggest the safer colour, can I use the same argument to claim my own innocence? If not, then what degree of freedom (psychological, emotional, physical) renders me morally responsible? And are we free, anyway, if every factor is fully taken into account? A close friend, seeing the glint in my eye as my lips frame the word ‘red’, might comment ‘I just knew you’d say that!’

What if I know the bull is in the field, but refuse to suggest which colour the person should wear? Do I bear any moral responsibility for the consequences of withholding that information? Does it make any difference if I secretly hope that they will be hurt, or if I am indifferent? Am I less guilty by taking a passive rather than an active part in the decision?
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This example shows that a key question for ethics is that of freedom. If we are not free to choose what we do, we cannot be held morally responsible for our actions.

But our freedom to choose is often limited by the choices of others, and our moral responsibility is therefore proportional to the degree to which our choice is significant. In this case, I take greater responsibility, because the bull was not free to choose whether or not to charge. Where freedom is shared more equally, a person’s contribution can be seen positively (‘aiding and abetting’) or negatively (‘contributory negligence’).

Actions can be divided into three categories:

1  Moral: if they reflect a person’s values and those of society.

2  Immoral: if they go against a person’s (or society’s) values.

3  Amoral: if they do not reflect choices based on values or social norms.
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Key idea for life






Of course, an individual may think that something is moral, even if the rest of society thinks it immoral. Doing something immoral is not the same thing as breaking the law. Actions can be moral but illegal, or immoral but legal.

[image: image]

Whether you think an action is moral or immoral will depend on your values and the ethical arguments you use to decide what is right. How many actions or choices are moral and how many relegated to the general ‘amoral’ category will depend on your moral sensitivity, the range of values to which you consciously subscribe, and whether you belong to a society which operates by definite rules and values. When faced with a restaurant menu, a newly convinced vegetarian with a residual passion for meat will have a greater moral dilemma than a cheerful omnivore. A hungry Jew or Muslim will have added problems if faced with nothing but pork, and for some Buddhists, Hindus and Jains, eating meat may go against their most basic principle of not harming other creatures. Therefore, a crucial moral question for one person may be of negligible significance to another.

Issues that are morally significant usually have to do with relationships, agreements between parties, intentions and possible outcomes. The moral status of an action may therefore depend less on what actually happens than on the intention of the person who performs it and the appropriateness of what is done.
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Reflect: Moral, immoral or amoral?






A masked stranger makes you lie on a table, drugs you into unconsciousness, takes out a sharp knife and slices into your naked body. Is the action moral, immoral or amoral?

At this point you might well want to know if the person with the knife is a competent surgeon or a student of the Marquis de Sade! A description of the action itself is not necessarily the best guide to its moral consequences. You might therefore ask:

✽  Is this a qualified surgeon?

✽  Have I consented to this operation?

✽  Is it likely to benefit me?

✽  Have the implications of it been explained to me?

✽  If the person is not a surgeon, do I want him or her to continue? (It might, after all, be an emergency, and an unqualified surgeon might be better than none.)

✽  What are his or her motives for doing this operation? (Money? Genuine altruism?)

✽  If for motives other than these (e.g. sexual gratification) would I still want him or her to continue, if I believed that it would benefit me?

[image: image]

You already know far more about ethics than you might realize, for although ‘Ethics’ is a branch of philosophy with a long history of debates, its own special terminology and standard arguments, it is based on principles that, consciously or unconsciously, people use all the time in deciding what to do.

In practice, ethics tends to start by observing the moral choices people make and the reasons they give for them. From these it produces theories about what is, or should be, the basis for saying that something is morally right or wrong. It then returns to consider actual situations, to see whether the theories help to make sense of the moral issues and lead to conclusions that make sense logically and practically.
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Key idea for life






This procedure is similar to that used by science, where hypotheses are framed as a result of observations and then tested out against subsequent evidence to see if they are adequate. But whereas science seeks only to explain reality, ethics seeks to change and influence it, emphasizing intention and commitment. Ethics is not just about what you think, but about what you do.
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Applying ethics

Ethics encourages us to reflect on practical situations of moral choice, to try to understand the principles that can apply and the factors that we should take into account. To act well, we need to achieve what the philosopher John Rawls called ‘reflective equilibrium’; in other words, we need to take a broad view of the issue with which we are confronted and try to understand it in relation to all our other beliefs about the world and the place of humanity within it.

We generally do this by addressing acute situations of moral choice. For example:

•  Is it right that a woman should be free to choose whether or not to have an abortion?

•  Is it right to fight in defence of one’s country, or is it better to be a pacifist?

•  Is it right take advantage of someone else’s financial miscalculation?

You may choose to think through all these things (and this book will encourage you to do just that), but if you are faced with one of these choices, especially if the stakes are very high, your choice may not be based on rational thought alone. It will be based, in all probability, on the cumulative effect of many other choices that you have made over the years. Fundamentally, it will be based on what your life is actually trying to ‘say’. It will be based on the image you have of yourself and your (perhaps unconscious) convictions about life.

This book will emphasize what we might call the ‘existential’ aspect of ethics – looking at the way in which our moral choices reflect who we are and what we want to become. That is a very personal approach to the subject and not one that everyone would favour, but it is useful in reminding us that ethics links to fundamental questions about the value and meaning of human life. Unless we have a sense of what human life is for, or why it has value for us, ethics can become simply a matter of pragmatic calculation. It is the values that lie behind ethical arguments that link them to the broader philosophical and religious questions.

Before the twentieth century, many ethical thinkers sought to apply their reasoning to practical situations. Jeremy Bentham, for example, was concerned with prison reform and John Stuart Mill campaigned for women to be given the vote. However, in the early twentieth century, a group of thinkers known as the ‘logical positivists’, inspired by the precision and effectiveness of scientific language, claimed that moral statements were ‘meaningless’ because they could not be verified in terms of empirical evidence. In response to this, philosophy tended to concentrate on what moral language was about and how it might be justified. Philosophers were not expected to make pronouncements about what was right or wrong, simply to say what it meant to say that something was either right or wrong.

The last four decades of the twentieth century, however, saw a dramatic shift in emphasis, so that the range of ethical topics under consideration in the twenty-first century, both in an academic context and among the general public, is far greater than half a century earlier. The anti-war movements in the 1960s and 1970s, the coming of the contraceptive pill, the sexual revolution, feminism, environmental issues, global warming, terrorism, financial crises, gender issues and sexual harassment claims have all thrust ethics to the fore. In the professions (particularly medicine and nursing) there has been a range of very immediate ethical dilemmas, and pressure to define professional responsibilities.

There has also been an increase in litigation. If people feel that they have been unfairly treated, they will sue; so companies and individual professionals have needed to define their responsibilities and be prepared to defend themselves when challenged. There has also been an increase in interest in business ethics, again fuelled by the grievances felt when companies fail to deliver what they promise, or where corporate failure affects the lives of employees, who claim that they should have appropriate consideration.

Equally, with the coming of the internet and global television coverage, people have far more access to information and – through interactive media – are able to make their views known or participate in campaigns against what they see as injustice. But the media not only reveal moral issues, they also become the subject of debate. It has become far easier for people to review and compare the performance of different media – comparing what is said in a newspaper with what appears on news websites or television stations from other parts of the world. Censorship, political manipulation and the balance of news coverage all have ethical implications.

Clearly, applied ethics covers a vast range of subjects, and any one of these tends to spill over into others. Take issues about race. These may include questions of legal and social equality, and the rights of ethnic minorities. Discussion of these matters works both on the individual level, and in terms of ‘institutionalized racism’ in organizations such as the police or the armed forces. Issues of race, like those of gender, tend to be rather different from other ethical issues, because they contribute an additional layer of complexity to an ethical analysis of a situation. For example, whether or not a police force investigates a crime adequately may be a matter of ethical debate (depending on the reasons for a failure of adequacy), but where it is suggested that there are racial or gender issues, these are superimposed over questions of existing rights and responsibilities. Ethical issues are seldom exclusively about race or gender, they are about fundamental questions of human rights as well. Consequently, there is something slightly artificial about compartmentalizing moral issues – examine one and it has implications for many others.
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Key idea for life






Reading about ethical theories without applying them is the equivalent of admiring and polishing your car but never driving it! Pick up any newspaper and you will see that moral issues are never far from the surface of public concern. To keep pace with applied ethics, once you have a grasp of key arguments, the best thing to do is to scan the papers or the internet; new issues and arguments are constantly being presented in the media.

As we look at various ethical arguments in this book, be aware that the two sides of our thinking – rational analysis on the one hand and intuition on the other – should inform one another as we seek answers that satisfy both our intuitions about right and wrong and our rational arguments about what our moral choices can achieve.
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Presenting a moral argument

In presenting moral arguments, we should keep in mind a couple of basic rules and common errors:

•  First, an absolutely key thing: facts alone do not decide whether something is right or wrong. ‘People are dying of starvation’ is not a moral statement. But if you add ‘…and you are doing nothing to help’, then it becomes a moral issue, if the person addressed is in a position to help but does not do so. Simply presenting facts, however important they may be, is not the same thing as constructing a moral argument.

•  Another common error to guard against is ‘begging the question’ (petitio principii). This happens when you try to show that a claim is false, but base your argument on a premise that the argument you are opposing does not hold. To continue our previous example: suppose I argue that helping a seriously ill person to die is always wrong, because murder is wrong. My argument here begs the question of whether or not euthanasia should be considered to be murder. In other words, it assumes what has not yet been proved.

•  To avoid doing this, it is important to appreciate not just what a person does, but why. What beliefs or assumptions lie behind their action? Unless we take these into consideration, our moral argument may be irrelevant to their situation.

Later in this book we shall be looking at some of the main ethical theories (natural law, utilitarianism, Kantian ethics and so on). Each of these tries to give a solid logical or factual basis for moral judgements; one that can be applied objectively, irrespective of an individual’s feelings about the matter. Being aware of these theories is important, because we can better understand the force of an argument when we know the basis upon which it is being made.

To shape up a moral argument start by answering four questions:

1  What are the facts?

2  What are my choices here? In other words, what are the moral dilemmas with which this situation presents me?

3  What values or ideals are relevant to my choice of what to do in this situation?

4  Which (if any) of the traditional moral theories might be relevant here?

Then, before you launch into an argument, consider your motive for doing so. Do you feel strongly about the issue? If so, why? Does the outcome affect you personally? Do you have a commitment to ideas or values that are being expressed through your moral argument?

Being aware of the answer to this last question is crucially important. For example, some people argue against abortion or euthanasia because they have a deep religious commitment to do so, even though their argument is presented in purely rational terms. Other may oppose them because they are committed to personal freedom and choice, emphasized partly because of their desire to avoid what they see as the stifling effect of authoritarian religious rules. The force behind such arguments may therefore go beyond their logical validity.
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Key idea for life






You can’t avoid your background. You may be a stockbroker arguing about the economic implications of fairness or altruism, or a committed socialist examining the morality of free-market capitalism. Your argument will probably be shaped by that background, or in deliberate reaction against it, for whatever personal or psychological reason. That’s life! Being aware of your particular perspective, and acknowledging it when presenting your argument, gives added weight and credence to what you say.

[image: image]

Another common error in all philosophical debate, but perhaps particularly when it comes to moral questions, is to present your argument ad hominem. This is where you argue on the basis of who your opponent is, rather than what he or she says. To take the most obvious example, you might argue that, because of who he was and what he did, everything that Adolf Hitler wrote in Mein Kampf must be morally wrong and repugnant. Now that may or may not be the case, but it is certainly not necessarily so. The danger of any ad hominem argument is that it fails to take into account the possibility that some genuine insights may be gained from those whom we oppose.

Therefore, in evaluating a moral argument:

•  We need to avoid ‘begging the question’ by being aware of, and taking into consideration, the fundamental values and principles that underpin both sides of that argument.

•  We need to ensure that we are evaluating the argument on its own merits, and not on our view of the person putting it forward.

•  We need to achieve a ‘reflective equilibrium’ where – as far as possible – we take a balanced and considered view of the moral choice under consideration. The more strongly we feel about an issue, the more care we need to take not to allow our feelings to overwhelm our ability to understand alternative points of view.
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Key idea for life






Do not assume that the rational answer to a moral question is necessarily the right one. Intuition and emotion are important and should not be ignored. I’m far from persuaded that the world would be a better place if we were all to be replaced by robots or algorithms!
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With these things in mind, we can now launch into the main part of this book, first by examining whether we are free to make moral choices and then what we mean when we use moral language.


1

Free to choose?

[image: image]

In this chapter you will learn:

•  To explore how much freedom we need to make sense of morality

•  How reductionism challenges moral arguments

•  How philosophers have tackled the issue of freedom and determinism
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Why?






If you are not responsible for your actions, you should not be blamed or praised for what you do. But what if all our actions are entirely explicable in terms of psychology, genetics, social influences or upbringing? What if our brains are no more than computers responding to stimuli? Without free will morality makes no sense, so how much freedom do we have, and how much does morality require? Are you a free individual or a pre-programmed machine? Or are you both?
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What kind of freedom?

Nobody is completely free to do anything that he or she may wish. Freedom is limited in different ways:

•  I may decide that I would like to launch myself into the air, spread my arms and fly. I may have dreamed of doing so. I may have a passion for Superman films, and feel certain that in some way it should be possible. But my physical body is, and will always be, incapable of unaided flight. To overcome that limitation, I must resort to technology.

•  I may wish to be a famous and highly talented artist, musician or gymnast, but my freedom is again limited. It may not be physically impossible for me to achieve these things, but it requires such a level of experience, training and natural ability, that my chances of achieving what I want are severely restricted.

•  I may wish to go to London and parade myself naked before Buckingham Palace. There is no physical limitation to inhibit me, and no great skill required, but I am likely to be arrested if I do so.

•  I may want to be the life and soul of a party, but I am shy and introverted and feel inhibited in such social situations.

•  I may want to start up a business, but I cannot get the finance I need to do so.

•  I may want to come out about my sexuality, but I fear rejection by my family if I do so.

Whether by physical laws, natural abilities, or legal, psychological, economic or social restraints, we are all limited in what we can do. If I am to make a moral choice, I must be free to do, or not to do, the thing in question. It cannot be morally wrong of me not to fly, because I am unable to do so. On the other hand, walking about naked in public could become a moral issue, if it were argued that I would give offence by doing so, because it would be something that I had chosen to do and could have refused to do had I considered it wrong.

Perhaps it’s just as well our freedom is limited. In The Republic (381 BCE) Plato has one of his characters, Glaucon, recount the story of the Ring of Gyges. In it, a shepherd named Gyges finds a magical ring, by means of which he can make himself invisible. Suddenly, he realizes that he can act with impunity. He seduces the queen of Lydia, murders the king and takes the throne. Such freedom haunts all discussions of morality. If we were absolutely free to do whatever we liked, with no chance of being found out or punished, what would we really choose to do? Would it lead to a fair and just world? Or to one in which our selfishness knew no bounds? Do people need to be restrained in order to do the right thing, or can we trust their personal sense of responsibility?

So, to make sense of morality, we also need to make sense of the experience of freedom and choice, whether or not it is an illusion.
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Key idea for life






Freedom is a threat, although we generally hate being deprived of it. It requires us to choose and take responsibility. How much easier it would be if we had a comfortable but totally predictable life, with everything fully explained and plotted out. There would always be something or someone else to blame when things didn’t work out as we had hoped. We are challenged, to the extent that we are free.
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Consensual?

In relationships, consent opens up the possibility of mutual free expression of desire and fundamentally changes the ethical significance of the resulting sex. But what constitutes ‘consensual sexual activity’? What one person regards as normal, another might object to, whether or not able to voice that objection at the time. Falsely assumed consent can sometimes be blamed on the use of pornography, where consent is cheerfully implied in situations that, in real life, would be ambiguous at best. What about alcohol or drugs? Do these take away responsibility, or imply consent?

During 2017 and 2018 there was a hugely increased awareness of the problems of sexual harassment, particularly in the workplace, and on the part of men who had positions of authority over younger women. But what constitutes consent? Knowing all the facts and having a clear mind to understand and evaluate them and make a decision? But how often, in social situations, can one rely on either of those requirements? It possibly comes down to a question of what one could reasonably expect a person to consent to. But how is one to be educated in that? And does such a broad requirement not make a mockery of the variety of human needs and desires?

In these discussions, there are few easy answers.

Determinism

Science is based on the observation of natural events and their causes, and from the resulting information is able to develop theories by which events may be predicted.

You look up and say ‘I think it is going to rain’. You do not thereby imply that the weather has a personality, and that you guess that it has decided to enjoy a little precipitation. Rather, you make a comment based on the clouds, wind, dampness in the air, and on your observation of similar things leading to rain on previous occasions.

•  The falling of rain is determined absolutely by certain atmospheric conditions.

•  The fact that you may be inaccurate in predicting those conditions, and therefore the coming of rain, does not detract from the fundamentally determined nature of that event.

•  Given certain conditions, it will rain; without them, it will not: the weather is determined. Its absolute prediction is theoretically possible, even if practically difficult.

The prediction of rain is possible because it is recognized that all physical phenomena are causally connected. Everything from the weather to the electrical impulses within human brains can be explained in terms of physical laws.

From the rise of modern science in the seventeenth century to the early part of the twentieth century, it could be said with some certainty that science was mechanistic. The whole world was seen as a machine, knowledge of which would enable mankind to predict and control the action of individual things. Even the process of evolution, as set out by Darwin, had a mechanistic and determinist basis. With the theory of natural selection, we have a clear example of the way in which change is forced forward through the operation of an impersonal law: that only those who survive to adulthood are able to breed, and it is they, rather than others of the species, who pass on their characteristics to future generations.

Although, in the general run of things, science still appears to be largely deterministic, some philosophers have made much of the fact that, at that sub-atomic level, the very act of observing some phenomena causes them to change, so it is not possible to formulate and test out physical laws with quite the crude certainty that prevailed in the nineteenth century. But that does not discredit the general rule that events are determined by pre-existing causes and conditions, and it certainly does not operate at the level at which humans engage with the physical world.

Nevertheless, overall, including the spheres of sociology and psychology (which explore issues that are morally significant) science has retained a largely determinist viewpoint. There is a general acceptance that all events (including human action) may be explained in terms of prior events, which are considered to have caused them. And in the case of human action, this may be explained (at least to some extent) in terms of the effect of environment or upbringing on the individual, along with all the other physical constraints that limit our action.
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A car swerves across the road and collides with a tree, killing the driver.

Why did the car swerve? Did a tyre burst? If so, how worn was it? Was there a fault in its manufacture? Was there a steering fault in the car? If so, was there a design fault? (Accidents in which the harm done is made worse through a design fault can lead to the manufacturer being prosecuted, as having contributed to that overall harm.)

What if you trace everything back, from the skill of the driver, to the food that he or she has been eating (was the driver faint? sick? drunk?), to whether the tree should have been planted so close to the road? The driver may have had control over some of these things, but not over others. Yet everything that has ever happened contributes in some way to each event. Is anyone to blame? What if the road had not been built? What if cars had not been invented?

If we had total knowledge, everything would be seen to fit a seamless pattern of cause and effect. But those experiencing that event (the driver before dying; those who knew him or her, or witnessed the crash) will see it differently. They may wish that other decisions had been made. They may feel guilty, complaining ‘If only…’. There is an inescapable sense that events are influenced by human choice. Without that sense, the issue of moral responsibility would not arise.
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We may be socially or psychologically predisposed to act in a certain way as a result of upbringing or environment. Our genetic make-up may give a predisposition to violence, depression, schizophrenia or our particular sexual orientation. Does that imply that we take no responsibility for these things?

If a direct causal link could be shown, then the case for determinism in these areas of life would be strengthened. On the other hand, whereas physical traits (for example, the colour of one’s eyes) are 100 per cent due to heredity, studies of twins have suggested that behavioural traits, such as homosexuality, can have a heredity factor as low as 31 per cent. This illustrates what common sense would suggest, that there are other factors as well as our genes that influence our behaviour. This does not, however, disprove a claim that everything is determined. It merely shows that no one factor alone can be shown to determine the final result, but taken together they do so, each contributing something to the determinist equation.

With advances in genetics, it has become widely recognized that many features of life, from sexual orientation to the predisposition to certain illnesses, could be detected via one’s DNA. Thus, for example, insurance companies or mortgage lenders could require a genetic test to assess a person’s likely future health. But what might be the implications of such information?

For those who are anxious about their sexual orientation, knowing that it is genetically determined might alleviate a sense of guilt, instilled by some traditional social or religious upbringing, for it is difficult to see how a person can be blamed for his or her genetic constitution. But if varieties of behaviour (whether sexual or otherwise) are entirely due to a person’s genes, should all forms of behaviour be accepted as of equal value? If not, then on what basis could you hold that some forms of behaviour are right and others wrong?

Even if genetic determinism were proved, that would not in itself remove all these moral issues. What of the predatory paedophile? If genetics or upbringing could definitively explain the compulsion to perform such acts against children, would that also excuse such behaviour?
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It is sometimes argued that to understand is to forgive. Is that practical? Is it psychologically possible? Could your conscience ever be completely cleared by the argument that you really had no choice?
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These things may influence our freedom, but not necessarily the freedom of our will. In other words, we may believe we are free to choose, even if the psychologist, sociologist or behavioural geneticist claims to know better. Taking responsibility for our actions appears incompatible with determinism, but all that is actually necessary is that we can deliberate about what to do in circumstances where we cannot predict the result, even if the result, with hindsight, might have been predicted. At the moment of deliberation, we believe that we have a choice, and therefore take moral responsibility.

• Compatibilism

There are two general views about freedom and determinism:

•  A compatibilist takes the view that you can be free, even though it is possible to show that your actions are causally determined. In other words, the experience of freedom is compatible with scientific determinism.

•  An incompatibilist would argue that you are either free or determined by causes, but you cannot be both at the same time.

There is a difficult issue here. We all experience freedom, and that’s why we may find ourselves in a moral dilemma. We may be totally conditioned (as science would suggest), but is that simply a feature of looking at ourselves from the outside (objectively or scientifically) rather than experiencing ourselves from the inside? Is something invalidated as an experience just because it can be explained?
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Ethics is the whole thing – from anticipation, to considering options, values, wishes and action itself, then on to results and perhaps guilt or satisfaction. That process is what ethics is about, and that is the context within which we understand it. We do not generally experience ourselves as puppets of fate, science or God; we experience ourselves as free, within the limited circumstances within which we find ourselves. Those who experience themselves as inwardly controlled by some external force are likely to be confined to a psychiatric institution for their own safety and that of society.
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Reductionism

Reductionism is a philosophical rather than an ethical problem, but it is relevant because it claims to render moral language, and the whole idea of personal freedom, meaningless.

I raise my arm, reaching out to pick up a pen. What is actually happening?

•  The muscles contract due to a chemical change.

•  That chemical change is brought about through stimuli passing through nerve cells.

•  The tiny electrical impulses in the nerves originate in the brain.

•  The brain contains many millions of tiny circuits. For every movement of the body and thought passing through the mind, there is the corresponding electrical impulse.

If you pass an electric charge across my brain, I will twitch my muscles involuntarily. If the blood supply to part of the brain is cut off, those brain cells will die, and as a result parts of my body will cease to operate normally (as happens when someone has a cerebral thrombosis). I may not be aware that the damage is in my brain; all I will know is that my leg will not work.

This leads a reductionist to claim that the thoughts we have are ‘nothing but’ electrical impulses. Freedom is therefore an illusion in two ways – firstly, it is theoretically possible to predict any choice, and secondly, that choice is actually nothing more than a set of electrical impulses that follow the laws of physics. Against this one could argue that such reductionism is like saying that a book is nothing other than a collection of letters printed on paper, or that a painting is nothing but spots of pigment on canvas. Whatever physical analysis a reductionist may offer, my experience of the book or of the painting is of something more than their material bases.

For moral choice (and therefore ethics) to make any sense, I have to believe that a person is more than determined electrical impulses. Yet there is nothing I can do that does not also involve the operation of my brain and, however many life-support systems I may be plugged into, once my brain is dead I am, in a physical sense at least, no more.
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If a person accepts that all physical processes are causally determined, and that all personal choices and moral decisions can be reduced to electrical impulses in the brain, then ethics is meaningless. Our apparent freedom is an illusion caused by our failure to perceive the significance of our brain activity. But could you ever bring yourself to believe that? What would it do to your sense of self?
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A reductionist view drains moral language of any valid meaning. Logical positivism, a philosophical fashion in the early part of the twentieth century, took the view that statements were meaningful only if they were true by definition, or if they could be shown to be true by observation. ‘Two plus two equals four’ is true because it is a matter of mathematical definition. The statement ‘There is a tree in the garden’ they took to mean ‘if you were to look out into the garden, you would see a tree’ – it is therefore meaningful because there is evidence (actual or potential) to prove it true or false. But the statement ‘It is wrong to kill’ is neither a definition, nor could you find anything in the world ‘out there’ corresponding to the word ‘wrong’. On this test, morality is meaningless, because it is based neither on logic nor on evidence. Logical positivism tended to reduce all meaningful language to description of physical entities.
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The only valid form of ethics for a reductionist is descriptive ethics (see below), since its facts can be checked and confirmed by observation. It removes all sense of moral challenge. Faced with any situation, it suggests that the only valid response is to say ‘Sh— happens!’ and turn away. Observation, in itself, is never enough to evoke a significant moral response.
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Notice why it is important to think clearly about reductionist and determinist claims:

•  A determinist says that all decisions are the result of prior factors. If determinism is true, we are not free to choose what to do. We therefore deserve neither praise nor blame for our actions. We do not have to know all the causes to take a determinist view – we just have to believe that there are sufficient causes.

•  A reductionist claims that all mental operations are in fact electrical impulses in the brain. On that basis, they are part of the physical world and subject to determinism.

•  It is not reasonable to be told that we ought to do something, unless we can do it and also have an option not to do it. Without an adequate measure of freedom, morality makes no sense.
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