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1
introduction


Ethics, or ‘moral philosophy’, is about thinking through issues of right or wrong. It examines the moral choices that people make, what they are based on and how they may be justified. Unlike ‘descriptive ethics’, which simply looks at how people actually behave, ‘normative ethics’ (with which this book is concerned) considers the norms and principles that guide – or should guide – action.


When applied to society as a whole, ethics moves into the sphere of political philosophy and law, but this book concentrates on moral arguments that apply to the actions of individuals and the choices they make.


We start by recognizing that facts alone are not enough to distinguish right from wrong – just because everybody does something, that doesn’t make it right – and that, in order to be morally responsible for our actions, we have to have a measure of freedom, for it makes no sense to be blamed for something about which we have no choice.


 






	

‘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. It is about 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.


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.


One essential difference between a baby and a mature adult is that the adult recognizes when there is a problem to be overcome, or a difficult choice to be made, takes action and then accepts responsibility. Ethics is the rational discussion of that process.


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 results, and the values – of society or of the individual – that they reflect.


Actions can be divided into three categories:




	
moral – if they reflect a person’s values and those of society


	
immoral – if they go against a person’s (or society’s) values


	
amoral – if they do not reflect choices based on values or social norms.





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.


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.


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.





Example


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?








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.


In other words, for an issue or an action to be described as moral, it needs to take into consideration human choices and intentions and the values that lie behind them. Simply presenting facts, however important they may be, is not the same thing as framing an ethical argument.


In practical terms, the study of ethics can offer two things. First of all, it helps one to appreciate the moral choices that people make, and to evaluate the justification they give for those choices. But secondly, it involves a reflective sharpening of one’s own moral awareness – a conscious examination of values and principles, of how these have influenced one’s life, and (more importantly) of how they can be used to shape the future.




Free to choose?


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.





These are examples of limitation to actual freedom. Whether by physical laws, natural abilities, or legal 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 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.




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. This is determinism.


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.





Example


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 witnessed the crash) will see it differently. They may wish that other decisions had been made. They may feel guilty, saying ‘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.





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 should 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 (e.g. the colour of one’s eyes) are 100 per cent due to heredity, studies of twins have suggested that behavioural factors, 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.


These things may influence our freedom, but not necessarily the freedom of our will. We may believe we are free to choose, even if the psychologist, sociologist or behavioural geneticist claims to know better.




Freedom and the State


In the discussion so far, we have been looking in a rather abstract way at whether or not a person is free to decide how to act. But in practical terms, even if we feel that we are free, we are actually constrained by the legal and social rules of the society within which we live.


If we are caught breaking a law, we are punished. If we are not caught, we may still feel guilty. Freedom is not simply a matter of biology, but of social and political life. If a person joins in a demonstration in favour of greater freedom, he or she is unlikely to be concerned about whether there can be a scientific explanation for each muscular action as he or she walks forward; but more likely to be campaigning for social or political freedom and restoration to the individual of choices presently prohibited by some authority.


But should every individual be free to choose exactly how he or she should live? In any particular country, people need to decide whether they will all drive on the right or the left, otherwise there will be chaos on the roads. Common sense dictates that an individual should not have the freedom to drive on the other side. But should everyone automatically have a right to take part in the democratic process to select a government? The answer to this is not so clear, because the results are less obvious.


Plato, for example, (in The Republic book IX) argued that most ordinary people did not have a strongly rational nature, and therefore needed to be constrained in what they did by being ruled by those who were naturally more rational. Philosophers alone, he thought, would have sufficient detachment to be able to legislate for the good of society as a whole. In that book, Plato presents the different arguments in the form of a debate between individuals. One of these, Thrasymachus, argues that laws are always made in the interests of the ruling class, and Glaucon comments that basically everyone would like to act from purely selfish motives, although all would suffer as a result of the ensuing chaos. Both of these views of human and social motives find echoes throughout the history of ethics.
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