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A NOTE TO INSTRUCTORS

Students who slog through a typical applied ethics textbook will, with hard work, learn
a lot about various moral theories, and they will read some very sophisticated arguments
about pressing moral problems. Along the way, one hopes, they might also learn to think for
themselves about difficult moral issues. There is something to be said for this standard ap-
proach, and instructors who prefer it have their pick of textbooks. But if your main goal as an
instructor is to teach your students to reason about moral issues for themselves, the standard
approach prioritizes the wrong things.

This book takes a different approach, focusing primarily and explicitly on training stu-
dents to reason about moral issues. Some instructors who embrace this goal will want to
retain a more traditional structure for their course: a quick introduction to argumentation in
general, then metaethics and normative theory, followed by a discussion of moral reasoning,
and finally a romp through some classic and contemporary papers from the applied ethics lit-
erature. If that’s what you’re looking for, it’s easy to do by reading the chapters out of order.
Or perhaps you want something a little less orthodox, which may or may not mean reading
all of the chapters in order. Either way, the book is written so that you can read the chapters
in any order, giving you the flexibility to structure your course as you see fit. The instruc-
tors’ section of the book’s companion web site provides a number of sample syllabuses to
illustrate different ways of using the book.

As you think about how to use this book in your own teaching, please keep three things
in mind:

1. The chapters need not be read in the order in which they are printed. The chapters
and the readings had to be organized in one way or another, but there’s no reason to
feel bound by the order in which they’re printed or to use everything in the book every
time you teach your course. Most students will need to read Chapter 1 for a quick in-
troduction to argumentation. Some instructors will want to follow that up with Chap-
ter 9 on subjectivism and relativism and Chapter 10 on religion to help motivate the
study of moral reasoning and dispel some common misconceptions. Some instructors
prefer to discuss normative theory before turning to moral reasoning. I have found,
however, that students don’t fall into the subjectivist or relativist trap as often when
they’re simply presented with the tools of moral reasoning, rather than with normative
theories that try to tell them what’s right or wrong; that students are more receptive to
critiques of subjectivism and relativism once they have some practice reasoning about
moral issues; and that students find normative theory more interesting once they have
some practice thinking philosophically about moral issues.

xi
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A NOTE TO INSTRUCTORS

2. The chapters on reasoning with obligation, consequences, and virtues are not

chapters on deontology, consequentialism, and virtue ethics. Professional philoso-
phers are so used to thinking in terms of deontology, consequentialism, and virtue
ethics that when we see a chapter entitled, say, “Reasoning with Obligations,” it’s
almost impossible to avoid thinking, “Aha! Here’s the chapter on deontology!” But
if you read Chapter 3 thinking that it’s going to explain deontology, you’re going to
come away disappointed; only Chapter 11 delves into detail on deontology. There are
several reasons for presenting these techniques independently of the theories associ-
ated with them. First, none of these types of reasoning is actually restricted to adher-
ents of the corresponding kinds of normative theory. Virtue ethicists and deontologists
will often need to appeal to consequences (e.g., in discussing generosity or the obliga-
tion not to harm others), consequentialists may want to appeal to obligations (e.g., if
they are two-level consequentialists or rule-utilitarians) or virtues (e.g., as Mill does
in distinguishing the goodness of a person from the rightness of his or her actions),
and so on. Second, presenting normative theories independently lets students focus on
the techniques of moral reasoning without the significant cognitive burden of learn-
ing normative theories at the same time. Third, many students find abstract normative
theories boring, difficult, or off-putting until they can see how the relevant concepts
(about obligations, consequences, virtues, etc.) apply to their everyday lives. Fourth,
while the limited overlap between the chapters on moral reasoning and the chapters
on normative theory is redundant from an expert’s perspective, it can help newcomers
to moral philosophy reinforce and deepen their understanding of the central concepts
of ethics.

. The applied ethics readings in Part V provide models of moral reasoning, not just

substantive arguments about specific moral issues. You might pick a few topics
and work through the readings in detail, aiming to help your students form considered
judgments about particular ethical issues. But you might instead pick readings from
a range of different topics to illustrate the techniques of moral reasoning that your
students will study throughout this text. (See the sample syllabuses on the textbook’s
companion web site for several different approaches to integrating the readings into
the course.) Whatever you choose, connecting the methods of arguments from each
reading back to the techniques developed in Part II will help develop your students’
understanding of the reading and their capacity for moral reasoning.

In short, this book’s structure works with many different ways of teaching your students to
think through moral issues for themselves. Use your own pedagogical judgment to do what
works best for you and your students.



PREFACE

I still remember the first thing my professor assigned us to read in my undergraduate Intro-
duction to Moral Philosophy course. She asked us to read a famous essay by Peter Singer, a
philosophy professor at Princeton University, in which he argues that morality requires even
moderately well-off people to give a great deal of their income to organizations that fight
global poverty.!' (That same paper appears in Part V of this book.) After we’d read the paper,
our professor asked for our reactions. One student raised her hand and said that she didn’t
like Singer’s argument. “I don’t like people telling me what to do,” she said.

Our professor explained that moral philosophy isn’t about telling anyone what to do.
It’s about giving reasons to try to convince people, including yourself, that they should (or
should not) do something or value something. It’s true that Singer was telling us what he
thought we should do, but he wasn’t saying that we should do it just because he said so. He
was trying to give a rational argument. He was trying to convince us that some of the ideas
we already accepted led logically to some surprising conclusions about what we ought to
do. That, our professor explained, is what moral philosophy aims to do: show us, through
rational argument, what we ought to do, what we ought to value, and how we ought to live.

This book aims to help you understand such arguments, tell which ones are good and
which aren’t, and come up with such arguments on your own. It aims to help you reason
through moral issues for yourself, including both big, controversial topics like abortion and
more day-to-day topics like whether you should volunteer some of your time at a local
school or soup kitchen.

Thinking about moral issues can make people uncomfortable, especially when it involves
confronting opposing views. When challenged to explain or defend their views, some people
fall back on easy answers like, “That’s just how I was raised,” or “Well, those are my morals,
and who are you to say what’s right or wrong for me?”” These conversation-killers suggest
that there’s nothing to discuss when it comes to morality—that morality is entirely subjec-
tive (or perhaps relative to one’s culture) and, as a result, there’s no point in trying to change
anyone’s mind about them. In fact, some people think it’s obvious that morality is subjec-
tive. After all, people’s moral beliefs differ widely and there’s no decisive way to resolve
disagreements about them. As we’ll see in Chapter 9, however, these are actually highly
controversial philosophical claims about the nature of morality.

Many moral philosophers—perhaps most of them—think that morality is not subjective.
Buteven if it is, you can still use moral reasoning to see what your own values imply about par-
ticular cases, to discover whether your values conflict with one another, and to think hard about

"Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 1 (1972): 229-43.
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PREFACE

why you value what you do. Even if this seems uncomfortable or unfamiliar at first, as you prac-
tice using the skills discussed in this book, you’ll come to see that there is room for reasoning
in morality, regardless of how you answer abstract philosophical questions about its objectivity.

To help you develop your moral reasoning skills, this book begins by introducing the
basics of reasoning (Chapter 1) and extends those basic reasoning skills to apply to moral
issues in particular (Chapter 2). Part II explores some more specific techniques for moral
reasoning (Chapters 3—7), culminating in a general method for reaching well-reasoned judg-
ments on moral issues (Chapter 8). Part Il delves into deeper, more theoretical issues in moral
philosophy, including questions of skepticism, subjectivism, and relativism (Chapter 9);
the connections between religion and moral reasoning (Chapter 10); and some important
philosophical theories about what makes actions right or wrong, people good or bad, and
so on (Chapters 11 and 12). Two appendices will help you further develop your skills:
Appendix 1 walks you through the process of writing a college-level paper on applied ethics,
while Appendix 2 provides dozens of case studies for you to consider. Finally, Part V pro-
vides seven readings on moral theory and thirty more on specific moral issues, grouped
thematically. Not only will these readings introduce you to some important arguments about
morality and moral issues, but they will also serve as models of moral reasoning.

These materials provide both instruction in the skills of moral reasoning and ample op-
portunity to practice putting those skills into practice. Remember, though, that like reasoning
in general, moral reasoning is a skill. You can always learn to do it better, and the way to do
that is by practicing. The point of this book isn’t to fill your head with facts or to tell what’s
right or wrong; it’s to train you in a special and important skill—a skill that, I hope, you will
use for the rest of your life, including in some of your most difficult moments.

DRM
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An Introduction to Arguments

During the climactic courtroom scene in the film Legally Blonde, law student Elle Woods
confronts the star witness in the trial of Brooke Taylor-Windham. The star witness is Brooke’s
stepdaughter, Chutney Windham, who has accused Brooke of murdering Chutney’s father,
Hayworth Windham. Chutney testifies that on the day of her father’s murder, she returned
home from her morning errands to an empty house. She got in the shower to wash her hair.
When she got out of the shower, her stepmother was standing over her father’s dead body,
“drenched in his blood.” She admits that she never heard a gunshot, which she says is be-
cause she was in the shower. Almost everyone in the courtroom seems to believe Chutney’s
story. That’s bad news for Elle, who has pledged to defend Brooke’s innocence.

Seemingly at a loss, Elle asks Chutney what else she had done on the day of the murder.
Chutney reels off a list of errands—getting a latte, going to the gym, getting a perm. Elle’s
eyes light up; she sees her opportunity and she seizes it. Within two minutes, she forces
Chutney into confessing that she had murdered her father in a botched attempt to kill her
stepmother. How does she do it? In a series of rapid-fire questions, Elle establishes a set of
facts that leads everyone in the courtroom to infer that Chutney is lying about being in the
shower. These facts are:

1. Chutney had gotten a perm shortly before her father was murdered.

2. Chutney had been getting two perms a year every year for the past fifteen years.

3. Anyone who has had as many perms as Chutney would know that she should not wash
her hair for twenty-four hours after getting a perm, because it would ruin her curls.

Once she gets Chutney to admit these facts, Elle says what everyone in the courtroom has
come to recognize: Chutney was not in the shower at the time of the murder.!

What Elle does in that dramatic scene is to present the court with an excellent piece of
reasoning. Reasoning is the art of showing that one claim is implied by some other claim(s).
You can—and do—use this skill all the time, whether you’re convincing other people to
believe something (as Elle does), puzzling something out for yourself, or just thinking care-
fully about what is implied by some claim. Even though we all reason about all kinds of
things all the time, each of us can always improve our reasoning skills through practice,
training, and reflection. Most of this book is designed to help you reason more effectively
about moral issues. This chapter, however, introduces some basic concepts and principles to
help you improve your ability to reason about anything and everything.

'Robert Luketic, Legally Blonde (Beverly Hills, CA: MGM Studios), 2001.



Arguments

ARGUMENTS

An individual piece of reasoning, such as Elle’s reasoning in Legally Blonde, is called an
argument. In everyday English, we use the word “argument” to refer to a disagreement or a
verbal fight, as when we say that two roommates had an argument about whose turn it was
to do the dishes. As it’s used in academic discussions, however, the word “argument’” means
something very different. An argument is a set of claims, one of which is supposed to be
implied by the others. A claim is just any statement that could be true or false, as opposed
to something like a question or a command. To say that one claim implies another is to say
that the first claim supports—that is, gives you a good reason to believe—the second. So,
to give an argument is not simply to assert that something is true or to state that you believe
something to be true; it is to offer reasons that (supposedly) show that something is true. To
see how this works, take a closer look at Elle’s argument in Legally Blonde. It consists of
four claims: that Chutney got a perm on the day of the murder, that she’d had about thirty
perms before, that anyone who’d had that many perms would know not to get her hair wet for
twenty-four hours after getting a perm, and that Chutney did not take a shower when she got
home after getting her perm. The first three claims are supposed to imply—that is, support
or give a reason for—the fourth claim.

Every argument is made of up at least two claims, and each claim plays a distinct role
in the argument. Exactly one of the claims is the conclusion of the argument. This is
the claim that is supposed to be implied by the other claims. The other claims are called
premises. (The word “premises” is pronounced PREM-ih-sees, and the singular form,
“premise,” is pronounced PREM-iss.) When giving or analyzing an argument, it’s often
helpful to present the premises and conclusion in a numbered list, with the conclusion at
the end, like this:

ELLE’S ARGUMENT

1. Chutney had gotten a perm shortly before her father was murdered.
2. Chutney had been getting two perms a year every year for the past fifteen years.
3. Anyone who has had as many perms as Chutney would know that she should not wash
her hair for twenty-four hours after getting a perm, because it would ruin her curls.
". 4. Chutney was not in the shower when her father was murdered.

Claims (1)—(3) are the premises of ELLE’S ARGUMENT. Claim (4) is the conclusion. We use
the symbol ."., which means “therefore,” to show that (4) is implied by the previous claims.
(You could also just write “Therefore.”) The order in which you present the premises isn’t
terribly important—although sometimes ordering them one way rather than another will
make it easier for readers to understand the argument. The point of providing a numbered
list is simply that it makes it easier to talk about the argument. We can just say “claim (1),”
rather than saying, “The claim that Chutney had gotten a perm on the day of her father’s
murder.”

If this all seems very technical, here’s a less technical but less precise way to think about
arguments: an argument is a set of reasons given to convince someone that something is true.
This is imprecise for two reasons: First, the conclusion is part of the argument, so techni-
cally speaking, the argument isn’t just the sets of reasons given to convince someone of the

3
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conclusion. Second, someone could write out an argument without using it to try to convince
anyone of anything. For instance, Elle might have considered various arguments that she
could have used to defend her client without actually intending to use most of them to con-
vince the jury of her client’s innocence. She could also have thought about the arguments
that the prosecution might have used against her client—but not because she was trying to
convince anyone of the conclusion of those arguments. Still, in many cases, the goal is to
convince someone that something is true.

ARGUMENTS vs. EXPLANATIONS

Thinking of arguments as sets of reasons given to convince someone of something
is especially helpful when trying to distinguish arguments from explanations. While
arguments help us see that something is true, explanations help us understand why
something is true. Roughly, an explanation is a set of claims, some of which help us
understand why one of the claims is true. In general, we ask for arguments to support
claims about whose truth we are uncertain; we ask for explanations to help us under-
stand claims that we already believe to be true.

To see this difference more clearly, imagine a chemistry teacher holding a ping-
pong ball over an open flame. To many of her students’ surprise, the ball catches fire
and burns quickly. (Don’t try this at home!) The students now know that ping-pong
balls burn, but they don’t know why. Some, perhaps, think that the plastic itself is
flammable, while others suspect that the ball is coated with a flammable chemical.
If the teacher tells the class that the ball is made of celluloid and that celluloid is an
extremely flammable plastic, she will have explained the ball’s flammability, enabling
the students to understand something that they have already learned to be true—
namely, that ping-pong balls are flammable. Later, one of the students goes home
and tries to convince her little brother that ping-pong balls are flammable. When she
says, “Our chemistry teacher held a ping-pong ball over a fire, and it burst into flame!
She said that all ping-pong balls are flammable,” she is giving an argument designed
to convince her brother of something that he didn’t yet believe. Note that the student
can accomplish her goal of convincing her brother without getting her brother to un-
derstand why the balls are flammable. She only needs to get him to believe that they
are flammable.

The point is that when you are trying to decide whether someone is offering an
argument or giving an explanation, ask yourself about the goal of the person giving
the argument or explanation. Is he or she trying to convince someone of something or
get someone to understand why something is true?

Note, however, that it’s possible for the same set of claims to be both an argu-
ment and an explanation. If the student had told her brother, “Ping-pong balls are
flammable because they are made of celluloid, which is a highly flammable kind of
plastic,” she would be both trying to convince him that ping-pong balls are flammable
and helping him understand why they’re flammable.




Understanding Arguments

UNDERSTANDING ARGUMENTS

Understanding an argument is more of an art than a science—but it’s an art that anybody can
learn with a bit of practice. The best way to get better at it is to practice finding arguments
written in plain English and rewriting them as numbered lists of claims. This process is often
called analyzing an argument, or argument analysis. The goal of analyzing an argument
is not to determine how strong the argument is or whether you agree with its conclusion.
The goal is simply to understand the argument—to take the argument apart into its different
pieces and figure out how those pieces are supposed to fit together. This section offers some
tips for doing that and gives some examples of the process.

The first thing to do when trying to analyze an argument is to identify the conclusion and
the premise(s). Sometimes, people will use specific words that introduce the conclusion or
premises of their arguments. Logicians (rather uncreatively) call these words or phrases con-
clusion indicators and premise indicators, respectively. Expressions like “so,” “that’s why,”
“this shows that,” or (more formally) “therefore,” “hence,” and “thus” usually come before
the conclusion of an argument. Consider, for instance, an argument that Obi Wan Kenobi
makes in the Star Wars film Return of the Jedi. When Luke Skywalker complains that Obi
Wan had lied to Luke about Darth Vader having murdered Luke’s father, Obi Wan replies:

Your father [Anakin Skywalker] was seduced by the dark side of the Force. He ceased
to be Anakin Skywalker and became Darth Vader. When that happened, the good man
who was your father was destroyed. So what I have told you [about Darth Vader mur-
dering your father] was true.?

Here, the word “so” introduces the claim of which Obi Wan is trying to convince Luke—
namely, that Obi Wan had told him the truth about his father. That’s the conclusion of Obi
Wan’s argument.

Expressions like “because,” “since,” “for,” or “given that” usually indicate a premise.
Consider, for instance, the following argument from the novel Candide. The main character,
Candide, offers this argument when he arrives in a strange land where gold and gems can be
found everywhere, just lying on the ground:

EEINT3

The king’s children of this country must be well brought up, since they are taught to
despise gold and precious stones.

The conclusion of this argument is that the “king’s children” in this strange country have
been well brought up. The word “since” introduces the reason that Candide gives for this
conclusion—namely, that the king’s children have been taught to despise gold and precious
stones. You don’t need to agree that this is a good reason to think the king’s children have been
well brought up. Remember, analyzing an argument is different from deciding whether it’s a
good argument. The goal is just to understand what the person giving the argument is saying.

While conclusion indicators and premise indicators are often useful clues when analyzing
an argument, you should always be careful when you find them. They don’t always intro-
duce conclusions or premises. Sometimes they introduce explanations (“The ping-pong ball
caught fire because . . .”), relationships in time (“Since 1964 . . ), and so on. Thus, even

Richard Marquand, Return of the Jedi (Los Angeles: 20th Century Fox, 1980).
3Voltaire, Candide.
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CONCLUSION INDICATORS AND PREMISE INDICATORS

Some Common Premise Indicators Some Common Conclusion Indicators
because therefore

since hence

for thus

given that SO

as implied by that’s why

for the reason that consequently
entailed by the fact that we may infer that
may be deduced from implies that

on the assumption that entails that
supposing that it follows that

when you see a conclusion indicator or a premise indicator, you’ll have to think carefully
about whether it actually introduces a conclusion or a premise.

In many cases, you won’t get conclusion indicators or premise indicators to guide you.
Instead, you’ll just need to read or listen carefully to discover the author’s or speaker’s main
point; that’s the conclusion of the argument. The premises are all of the reasons that the
author or speaker gives to support his or her main point. Sometimes you’ll need to try out
different possibilities, asking yourself if it makes most sense to read a paragraph as an argu-
ment for one claim or another. It can take a while to get the hang of this, but even if you have
trouble at first, you’ll get better at it with practice.

Finally, note that an argument is sometimes presented along with a bunch of background
claims, which are neither premises nor conclusions. They’re just there to help you under-
stand the meaning or importance of the argument. So, even if you know that a particular
paragraph contains an argument, don’t think that every single sentence needs to be either a
premise in or the conclusion of that argument.

Argument Structures

Sometimes it’s helpful, when analyzing an argument, to think about the structure of the argu-
ment—that is, about the way the premises fit together. Some arguments have two or more
premises that provide independent reasons for the conclusion. Consider this bit of reasoning
from the TV show Pretty Little Liars:

Emily’s friend Alison disappeared two years ago. But then she found a note in her
locker that was signed “A.” And the note contained information that only Alison could
have known. Therefore, Alison must have written the note.*

The conclusion indicator therefore tells you that the last claim—that Alison must have left
the note—is the argument’s conclusion. To identify the argument’s premises, consider which
of the other claims could be considered reasons for thinking that Alison left the note. The fact

4“Pilot,” Pretty Little Liars, ABC Family, June 8, 2010.
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that the note contained information that only Alison could have known is a strong reason to
think that Alison wrote it. So that’s a premise. The fact that it was signed “A” might be con-
sidered a reason, too, even if it’s not as strong a reason. (Again, our goal here is not to deter-
mine how good the argument is, but only to understand it.) The fact that Alison disappeared
two years ago isn’t a reason to think that Alison left the note; it’s just background informa-
tion. So if we wanted to write this argument out as a numbered list, it would look like this:

ALISON’S BACK

1. The note in Emily’s locker was signed “A.”
2. The note in Emily’s locker contained information that only Alison could have known.
.. 3. Alison wrote the note in Emily’s locker.

Here, claim (1) and claim (2) are each providing reasons for claim (3).
In other cases, the reasons are chained together in a series, as in this half-joking argument
from the commencement speech that J. K. Rowling delivered at Harvard in 2008:

The famous British philosopher Baroness Mary Warnock delivered the commence-
ment speech when I graduated from university twenty-one years ago. I don’t remem-
ber a thing Warnock said. So, you probably won’t remember a thing that I say today.
So, it doesn’t really matter what I say.’

Now, the main point of this argument is that it doesn’t matter what Rowling says to the Har-
vard graduates. And since there’s a conclusion indicator—so—in front of that claim, we can
be confident that that’s the conclusion. But notice that the word so also introduces the claim
that the Harvard graduates probably won’t remember what Rowling says. What’s going on?

This argument proceeds in two steps: First, it moves from the claim that Rowling doesn’t
remember a thing that Warnock said to the claim that the Harvard graduates probably won’t
remember a thing that Rowling says. Second, it moves from the claim that the Harvard
graduates probably won’t remember a thing that Rowling says to the claim that it doesn’t
matter what Rowling says. The claim in the middle—that the Harvard graduates probably
won’t remember a thing that Rowling says—serves as both a conclusion and a premise. A
claim that serves double duty like this is called a subconclusion; it is both implied by an
earlier premise in the argument and serves as a premise for some further conclusion.

We could rewrite the argument this way:

ROWLING’S JOKE

1. Rowling doesn’t remember a thing that Warnock said at her own graduation.
.. 2. The Harvard graduates probably won’t remember a thing that Rowling says at their
graduation.

.. 3. It doesn’t really matter what Rowling says.

Finally, some arguments combine these approaches, as in this somewhat more complicated
argument from the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle:

In lunar eclipses, the shadow on the moon is always curved. Since the eclipse is caused
by the Earth’s shadow, the shape of the shadow on the moon is determined by the
shape of the Earth. Therefore, the Earth is spherical.®

SParaphrased from J. K. Rowling, “The Fringe Benefits of Failure, and the Importance of Imagination,” speech given at Harvard
University, June 5, 2008, http://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2008/06/text-of-j-k-rowling-speech/.
®Paraphrased from Aristotle, On the Heavens 11.14.


http://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2008/06/text-of-j-k-rowling-speech/
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SOCRATES AND PLATO

Arguments are the tools of the trade in philosophy. Philosophers use them to try to discover the truth and
to share it with others. The ancient Greek thinker Socrates (469-399 BCE), one of the founding figures
in Western philosophy, used arguments to educate—and annoy—his fellow Athenians. He would strike
up conversations with people in the street, asking them about things like courage, knowledge, or justice.
Then he would give arguments to show that their ideas about those things were confused or incorrect. This
habit probably contributed to the Athenians’ decision to execute him in 399 BCE for corrupting the youth.

While Socrates did all his philosophizing by talking to people, his most famous student, Plato
(ca. 429-347 BCE), wrote his ideas down in a series of dialogues, which are like short plays about people
having philosophical discussions. Many of these dialogues feature Socrates as a main character. Through
the arguments in these dialogues, Plato explored most of the central questions in philosophy, leading one
famous philosopher to say that all of Western philosophy is just “a series of footnotes to Plato.”

How should we analyze this argument? As usual, the first thing to ask is: What is the conclu-
sion of this argument? The word therefore suggests that the conclusion is that the Earth is
spherical. Before jumping to conclusions, though, let’s make sure that it makes sense to read
the paragraph that way. Is it reasonable to think that Aristotle’s main point in this paragraph
is that the Earth is spherical? How can we tell? One way is to ask whether the other claims in
the argument could reasonably be understood as giving reasons for the claim that the Earth
is spherical. The other claims are, first, that the shadow on the moon during a lunar eclipse is
always curved; second, that the shadow is caused by the Earth; and third, that the shape of that
shadow is determined by the shape of the Earth. It does make sense to see these as reasons
for the claim that the Earth is spherical. So, we can analyze Aristotle’s argument as follows:

ARISTOTLE’S ARGUMENT

1. In lunar eclipses, the shadow on the moon is caused by the Earth.

.. 2. The shape of the shadow on the moon is determined by the shape of the Earth.
3. In lunar eclipses, the shadow on the moon is always curved.

.. 4. The Earth is spherical.

You’ll see that claim (2) is a subconclusion, implied by claim (1) and working together with
claim (3) to imply the main conclusion, (4).

Just as you can’t expect to shoot three-pointers with ease just because you’ve read a little bit
about basketball, you shouldn’t expect argument analysis to be easy just because you’ve read
through a few examples. You’ll need lots of practice. But this crash course on argument analy-
sis should give you the tools to start thinking and talking about the structure of arguments.

EVALUATING ARGUMENTS

A good argument gives you good reason to accept its conclusion; a bad argument doesn’t.
How can you tell the difference? You need to evaluate the argument—that is, determine how
good or bad the argument is. Beginners sometimes evaluate arguments based on whether
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they agree or disagree with the conclusion. But this gets things backwards: since an argu-
ment can give you reasons to accept a claim that you didn’t already believe, evaluating an
argument requires thinking about the premises and their connection to the conclusion.

In particular, evaluating an argument involves asking about the acceptability, the
relevance, and the sufficiency of the premises. Very roughly, this means asking whether
you have enough reason to believe that each premise is true; whether the premises, if they
were true, would provide reasons to accept the conclusion; and if those reasons, taken to-
gether, would provide enough reason for you to accept the conclusion. There’s a lot more
to be said about each of these criteria, though, so it is worthwhile to think about them one
at a time.

Premise Acceptability

Without getting too technical, to say that a premise is acceptable to a particular audience
is to say that the audience already has a good enough reason to believe that premise. This
means that premise acceptability is always relative to a particular audience. Many claims
that are acceptable for a group of brain surgeons, for instance, won’t be acceptable for a
group of kindergarteners, since the kindergarteners don’t know enough to realize that the
claims are true.

We can identify six different ways that someone can have a good enough reason to
believe a premise—that is, six different ways that a premise can be acceptable. First, a
premise can be known to be true by definition: the claim that a triangle has three sides is
true by definition. Second, a premise can be (easily) knowable just by thinking about it:
the claim that 12 times 12 is 144 is knowable just by thinking about it, as is the claim that
nothing can be completely red and completely green at the same time. Third, a premise
can be acceptable on the basis of one’s own senses: if you see that there is a monkey in the
room, then the claim that there is a monkey in the room would be acceptable (for you) on
the basis of your senses. Fourth, a premise can be acceptable on the basis of reliable tes-
timony: if your (trustworthy) neighbors tell you that they just saw your dog walking down
the street by itself, the claim that your dog is walking down the street by itself would be
acceptable (for you) on the basis of their testimony. Reliable testimony could also include
expert testimony: if a physics professor tells you that neutrinos are subatomic particles
that have no electric charge, that gives you a good reason to believe that neutrinos have
no electric charge. Fifth, a premise can be acceptable because it is common knowledge,
meaning, roughly, that everyone in the audience can be expected to know it, even if
they’re not exactly sure how they first learned it. For instance, it’s common knowledge—
at least among Americans—that George Washington was the first president of the United
States. (Be careful with this one, though! Not only will common knowledge vary from
audience to audience, but common knowledge sometimes turns out to be wrong. It used to
be “common knowledge” that the Sun went around the Earth!) Finally, a premise can be
acceptable because it is supported by a good argument. After all, a good argument is one
that gives you a good reason to believe something, so if you have a good argument for a
premise, you have a good reason to believe it. If you're wondering whether a particular
premise is acceptable for a particular audience, ask yourself whether the audience can be
expected to believe the premise on the basis of any of these six ways. If so, the premise
is acceptable for that audience; if not, not.

9



10 CHAPTER 1 « AN INTRODUCTION TO ARGUMENTS

Finally, it’s worth addressing two common confusions about premise acceptability.
First, to say that a premise is acceptable is not quite the same as saying that it’s true. On
the one hand, a premise might be true even though the audience has no good reason to be-
lieve it. (Your average kindergartener, for instance, has no reason to believe that the first
emperor of China’s Qin dynasty died in 210 BCE.) On the other hand, a premise might be
acceptable even if it turns out to be false, since we sometimes turn out to be wrong about
things that we had very good reasons to believe. (If your friends are planning a surprise
birthday party for you, they might initially give you good reason to think that they’ve
forgotten your birthday altogether.) Second, to say that a premise is acceptable for a par-
ticular audience is not quite the same as saying that the audience actually accepts it. On
the one hand, they might accept the premise even though it’s not acceptable, since they
might believe something that they don’t have a good reason to believe. (Your paranoid
neighbor might believe that you’re trying to kill him, even though you presumably are
not.) On the other hand, the audience might not believe something even though they have
good reason to believe it. (Your stubborn friend might refuse to believe that narwhals are
real even after seeing videos of them.) In short, to say that a premise is acceptable for a
particular person is to say that, given the person’s evidence, the person ought to believe
that the premise is true.

Relevance

To say that a premise is (positively) relevant to the argument’s conclusion is to say that the
truth of the premise counts in favor of the truth of the conclusion.” Less formally, that means
that if you believed the premise, you would have some reason to believe the conclusion—
regardless of whether the premise is true or whether you actually believe it.

Relevance is most easily understood by contrasting it with obviously irrelevant claims—
that is, claims whose truth has no bearing on the conclusion of an argument. Imagine that
you are a detective investigating a kidnapping, and that you have identified a suspect. The
claim that the missing child was last seen climbing into the suspect’s van is relevant to the
conclusion that the suspect really is the kidnapper. That is to say that if the claim is true, then
that’s a good reason to think that the suspect is the kidnapper. The claim that you’re tired and
would like to just arrest someone so you can go home is irrelevant; it does not count in favor
of the truth of the claim that the suspect is the kidnapper.

There are two things to notice about relevance: First, you can say that a premise is rel-
evant to the conclusion without saying that it’s acceptable. Think about the kidnapping case
again. If the claim about the child climbing into the suspect’s van comes from an anonymous
tip, you might not know whether to believe it. But you do know that it would count in favor
of the claim that the suspect is the kidnapper if it were true. Second, you can say that premise
is relevant to the conclusion without accepting the conclusion. After all, just because you
have some reason to believe the conclusion doesn’t mean that you have enough reason. There
might be other possibilities that you can’t yet rule out. That brings us to the final criterion in
argument evaluation: sufficiency.

7One claim can be negatively relevant to another claim if the truth of the first claim counts against the truth of the second. That’s
not the kind of relevance you want in an argument, though.
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Sufficiency

To say that an argument’s premises are sufficient is to say that, taken together, they provide
enough reason to believe the conclusion. This is to say more than that they provide some
reason to believe it; it is to say that if you accept the argument’s premises, then you rationally
ought to accept the conclusion.

As with relevance, it can be easiest to understand sufficiency by thinking about arguments
that fail on this criterion. Consider, for instance, the following argument:

MARTIAN MICROBES

1. There used to be large amounts of liquid water on the surface of Mars.
2. Liquid water is essential to life as we know it.
.. 3. There used to be life on Mars.

The premises of this argument are both acceptable and relevant to the conclusion. But they
are not sufficient. Just because Mars had one of the ingredients essential for life doesn’t
mean that it actually had life. Maybe it was missing other essential ingredients, or maybe
life develops only very rarely in the universe. Given these other possibilities, the premises of
martian microbes don’t give us enough reason to accept its conclusion.

In general, if you think that an argument fails on the sufficiency criterion, you should
be prepared to say what further premises would be needed in order to meet that criterion.
For instance, you might think that MARTIAN MICROBES would meet the sufficiency criterion
if it also stated that Mars still contains chemicals that were almost certainly created by
living organisms. Since we don’t (yet) have evidence of such chemicals, that claim would
not be acceptable as a premise. But that’s not the point here; the point is to figure out what
sort of claims the argument would have to add to provide enough reason for us to accept
its conclusion.

11

FALLACIES

An argument that violates one of the three criteria for a good argument might be a fallacy. A fallacy is,
roughly, a deceptively bad argument. Many kinds of fallacies are so common that philosophers have
given them special names. For instance, the fallacy of wishful thinking argues that a conclusion is true
because it would be good if it were true; this violates the relevance criterion, since whether it would be
good if something were true doesn’t affect whether it is true. The fallacy of appealing to ignorance
argues that a conclusion is true because it hasn’t been proven false; this usually violates the sufficiency
criterion, since something could be false even though it hasn’t been proven false.

Throughout this book we’ll discuss some fallacies that appear especially often in moral reasoning.
To learn more about those fallacies or about other fallacies, see this book’s companion web site for a
link to online resources about fallacies.

When you encounter a fallacy, don’t dismiss the argument right away. You can sometimes fix falla-
cious arguments by revising, deleting, or adding premises.
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Cogency, Validity, and Soundness

An argument that meets all three of these criteria—premise acceptability, relevance, and
sufficiency—is said to be cogent. That means, roughly, that someone who hears or reads the
argument ought, rationally, to accept its conclusion; the argument’s audience ought to think
that its conclusion is true. Indeed, the conclusion of a cogent argument is very likely to be
true. An argument that is cogent or nearly so is generally said to be a strong argument. An
argument that is far from cogent is said to be a weak argument.

Some cogent arguments are special in that they are also sound arguments. Whereas all
cogent arguments give us good reasons to think that their conclusions are true, a sound argu-
ment goes further by establishing its conclusion with certainty. If we know an argument is
sound, we know for sure that its conclusion is true. To be sound, an argument must have true
premises and be valid. Informally, people often say that an argument is “valid” when they
really mean that it’s cogent. Strictly speaking, to call an argument valid is to say something

THE RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN COGENCY, VALIDITY, AND SOUNDNESS

The relationships between cogency, validity, and soundness can be visualized in a Venn diagram:

COGENT ARGUMENTS

SVND)
A ARGUMENTS

FIGURE 1.1 A visual representation of the relationships between cogency, validity, and soundness.

To test your understanding of the ideas of cogency, validity, and soundness, see if you can give ex-
amples of (kinds of) arguments that would fit into each of the five different areas of the Venn diagram.
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much more specific: it is to say that its premises are connected to its conclusion so perfectly
that it is impossible for the premises to be true while the conclusion is false. This doesn’t
mean that the premises are true—just that if they were true, then the conclusion would have
to be true. To see the difference, suppose your friend told you about her new pet, Fluffy, and
offered the following argument:

FLUFFY

1. Fluffy is a dolphin.
.. 2. Fluffy is a mammal.

Since all dolphins are mammals, it’s impossible for claim (1) to be true and claim (2) to be
false. The truth of (1) would guarantee the truth of (2). Thus, your friend’s argument is valid.
Notice that we can know that the argument is valid without knowing whether Fluffy really is
a dolphin—that is, without knowing whether the premise is actually true. If your friend were
to introduce you to Fluffy and you confirmed that Fluffy really is a dolphin, then you would
know that your friend’s argument was not only valid, but also sound.

Remember, though, that not all cogent arguments are sound. Cogent arguments give you
a good enough reason to believe their conclusions, but they do not necessarily establish
their conclusions with certainty. And perhaps more surprisingly, not all sound arguments are
cogent, since there are valid arguments whose premises are true but which no one has good
reason to accept. (These would include, for instance, valid arguments about events in the
distant past for which we have no evidence.)

The distinctions between cogency, soundness, and validity won’t be crucial in most of
this book, but it is worth understanding them for those cases when you do encounter a (sup-
posedly) sound argument, since sound arguments are especially strong.

TERMINOLOGY TO KNOW

reasoning conclusion indicator fallacy

argument premise indicator wishful thinking
claim subconclusion appeal to ignorance
conclusion argument evaluation cogency

premise premise acceptability validity
explanation relevance soundness
argument analysis sufficiency

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Give an example of an argument that you’ve recently encountered in your classes or daily life. Write
the argument as a list of numbered premises and a conclusion. Explain how you decided which
claims were the premises and which was the conclusion.

2. Give an example of an explanation that you’ve recently encountered in your classes or daily life.
Explain why you think it’s an explanation rather than an argument.

3. Are all of the premises in ARISTOTLE’S ARGUMENT (p. 8) acceptable (to modern college students)?
Are they all relevant? Are they sufficient? What about the premises in Elle Woods’s argument from
Legally Blonde (p. 3)? Are both arguments cogent? Explain your answers.

4. Why aren’t all sound arguments cogent? Why aren’t all cogent arguments sound?

13
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Moral Arguments

“Dear Abby,” the long-running advice column, printed the following letter in 1981:

DEAR ABBY: I needed some Scotch tape, so I looked in my son’s desk for some and
noticed the beginning of a letter my son had written to his girlfriend. It read, “T am only
interested in being stoned, spending money, and sex.”

I read no further.

My first impulse was to confront him with this, but he would say I had no right to
go snooping through his desk.

I don’t think I should go on ignoring this. I would appreciate some advice. He is
eighteen-and-a-half.

BEWILDERED FATHER!

People write to Abby when they aren’t sure what to do about a problem they’re facing. Some
people might be looking for an easy answer. But others are looking for something more.

MORAL ARGUMENTS AND MORAL CLAIMS

Assuming that “Bewildered Father” wanted more than an easy answer, he might have wanted
Abby to give him a moral argument. Recall from Chapter 1 that an “argument,” in our sense
of the word, is not a fight or even a disagreement. It’s (roughly) a set of reasons given to
convince someone that something is true. A moral argument, in particular, is any argument
whose conclusion is a moral claim. Roughly, a moral claim is any claim about what is mor-
ally right, wrong, good, or bad. So, a moral argument gives reasons to think that a particular
action (person, event, etc.) is morally right (or wrong or good or bad). That’s just what Be-
wildered Father wanted from “Dear Abby.”

You encounter moral claims all the time: For instance, you might say that your friend
made the right choice in a tough situation, meaning not just that it was the “smart” choice for
your friend, but that your friend “did the right thing.” You might get into a discussion with

! Abigail Van Buren, The Best of Dear Abby (New York: Phillips-Van Buren, 1981), 57.
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a classmate about whether it’s wrong to review copies of previous year’s exams from your
fraternity’s files. You might decide, after getting to know someone, that he or she is a good
person. You can surely think of a villain from a novel or a movie who is a bad person. All of
these are moral claims.

The main goal of this book is to help you understand how to recognize and construct
strong arguments for and against such claims—that is, how to reason well about moral
issues. Talking about how to evaluate and construct moral arguments requires introducing a
few concepts beyond those we introduced in Chapter 1 to discuss arguments in general. To
begin with, we can get a bit more precise in our definition of “moral claim” by introducing
more philosophical terminology.

Moral arguments can include two different kinds of moral claims: deontic claims and
axiological claims. Roughly, deontic claims are about whether an action is morally right or
wrong. Axiological claims (about morality) are about whether something is (morally) good
or bad.?

Deontic claims can be divided into claims that an action is morally wrong, morally
obligatory, or (merely) morally permissible. The first of these is straightforward: To say
that an action is morally wrong is just to say that you ought not to do it. For example, murder
is morally wrong. Philosophers often use the term “morally forbidden™ as a synonym for
“morally wrong,” so they might say, “Murder is morally forbidden.” We can understand the
other two kinds of claims in terms of moral wrongness: An action is morally obligatory if it
would be morally wrong not to do it. For example, imagine that you are standing on a busy
street corner. You see that your best friend’s 3-year-old nephew is about to run out into traf-
fic, and you could easily stop your friend’s nephew at no risk or cost to yourself. It would
be wrong for you to let the boy run into the street, which entails that it is morally obligatory
for you to stop him. If an action is merely morally permissible, then it is neither wrong nor
obligatory. It wouldn’t be wrong for you to do it, but it wouldn’t be wrong for you not to
do it, either. It’s okay to do it and okay not to do it. For example, there would be nothing
morally wrong with your becoming a doctor or a nurse, but it wouldn’t be wrong for you to
become something else instead; becoming a doctor or a nurse is merely morally permissible.
(Sometimes when someone asks whether an action is morally permissible, they are just
asking whether it’s wrong or not; in that context, people would lump obligatory actions in
with merely permissible actions. But as a technical term, “morally permissible” means the
same as “neither wrong nor obligatory.”)

Some moral theorists divide the category of morally permissible actions even further.
They say that some permissible actions are supererogatory, while other permissible ac-
tions are morally indifferent. To say that an action is supererogatory is to say that it would
be morally good or praiseworthy for you to do it, but it is not wrong for you not do it. For
instance, it would be supererogatory for you to volunteer your time this weekend to help a
struggling child learn to read. If you choose to spend your weekend doing other things, you
won’t have done anything wrong, but if you do spend it volunteering, you’ll be doing some-
thing morally praiseworthy or admirable. To say that an action is morally indifferent is to say
that it makes absolutely no difference, morally speaking, whether you do it or not. Neither

’In case you're interested in where these technical terms come from, the word “deontic” comes from the Greek word deon, which
roughly translates to “duty” or “obligation.” The word “axiological” comes from the Greek word axia, which translates to “value”
or “worth.”
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BEING PERMISSIBLE vs. BEING PERMITTED

Many people confuse the idea of being morally permissible with the idea of something actually being
permitted by society. That is, they interpret, “It is morally permissible to eat meat,” as meaning,
“Society permits people to eat meat.” They interpret claims about an action’s being morally wrong
or morally obligatory along the same lines. While there are philosophical views according to which
being permissible and being permitted amount to the same thing, those views are much more con-
troversial and problematic than most people realize. To get a taste of why they’re problematic, think
about something that your society currently permits that you think is wrong or something that your
society does not permit that you think is okay to do; if being permissible and being permitted were
the same thing, it would be impossible to even think such thoughts, just as it’s impossible to picture a
four-sided triangle. For a more detailed discussion about the connection between morality and soci-
ety’s views about right and wrong, see Chapter 9. Also, see the boxed text about morality and the law
later in this chapter.

doing an indifferent action nor omitting the action deserves praise or blame. Much of our
moral reasoning does not require us to make such fine-grained distinctions. Often all that we
need to know is whether an action is obligatory, forbidden, or neither.

It is worth your time to distinguish between these different kinds of claims because you
will need to use slightly different strategies when arguing for different kinds of deontic
claims. In Chapters 3—7 you will learn how to use various kinds of arguments to argue for
moral claims. For instance, you will learn how to argue that an action is morally wrong
by arguing that it violates the actor’s obligations, that it exhibits especially bad character
traits, or that it would bring about especially bad consequences (as compared to some
alternative action).

Just as you use the idea of moral wrongness to understand claims about moral obligation
and moral permissibility, you can think about arguing for those claims in terms of arguing
for claims about moral wrongness. For instance, the way to argue that an action is morally
obligatory is to argue that it would be wrong not to do it. The way to argue that an action is
merely permissible is to argue both that it would not be wrong to do it and that it would not

FORBIDDEN PERMISSIBLE OBLIGATORY
(wrong %o do) (okoyto do or not do) (wrong nat +o do)

\ —~

I s 1 _l

INDIFFERENT SUPEREROGATORY
(neither praiseworthy (good, byt nct oHig{d’ora)
nor blameworthy)

FIGURE 2.1 When you make a deontic claim, you are saying that an action falls into one of these categories.
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be wrong to refrain from doing it. The way to argue that an action is supererogatory is to
show both that it would be morally praiseworthy or admirable to do it and that it would not
be wrong to refrain from doing it.

One thing that will sometimes help in constructing such arguments is to use axiological
claims. Axiological claims are a second kind of moral claim, distinct from deontic claims.3
Axiological claims include claims that something is morally good, morally bad, or morally
neutral—that is, neither good nor bad—as well as claims that one thing is morally better than
another. You can make axiological claims about all kinds of things, including people, charac-
ter traits, events, and even states of affairs. For instance, you probably think that serial killer
Jeffrey Dahmer was a bad person and that Adolf Hitler was even worse. You probably think
that honesty and courage are morally good character traits, whereas cruelty is not. Slavery
was a morally bad thing, whereas the abolition of slavery was a good thing. These are all
examples of axiological claims.

In short, what makes an argument a moral argument is just that it has a moral claim—
either a deontic or an axiological claim—as its conclusion. Learning to reason about mo-
rality is just learning to recognize and develop good arguments for and against different
moral claims.

NORMATIVE AND DESCRIPTIVE CLAIMS

Moral claims are one type of normative claim. A normative claim is a claim about how the
world ought to be or about what is good or bad. Any claim that says that the world ought
or ought not to be a certain way, or that a person should or shouldn’t do something, or that
something is good or bad (in some way) is a normative claim. Normative claims are some-
times called “evaluative claims” because they evaluate some person, thing, or (possible)
state of the world. Besides moral claims, other kinds of normative claims include aesthetic
claims (which evaluate beauty and art), epistemological claims (which are evaluative claims
related to knowledge and the justification of beliefs), and prudential claims (which evaluate
actions in terms of their effect on the actor’s own well-being). For example, “Moonlight is an
excellent film” is an aesthetic claim but not a moral claim. “We ought not to believe things
without good reason” is an epistemological claim; it tells you what you ought to do in order
to have true beliefs. “You should always look both ways before crossing the street,” “You
ought to choose a career that makes you happy,” and “You shouldn’t bring a knife to a gun-
fight” are all prudential claims; they tell you what you should do if you want to ensure your
own well-being. Finally, there are non-moral and non-aesthetic axiological claims, which
say that something is good or bad, but not in a moral or aesthetic way. For instance, the
overly enthusiastic narrators on infomercials are not trying to convince you that the latest

3Strictly speaking, not all axiological claims are moral claims. Some axiological claims, for instance, are about whether a par-
ticular piece of art is good art. See Figure 2.2. For simplicity, we’ll ignore those kinds of axiological claims in this book, focusing
only on claims about moral value.
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kitchen gadgets are morally or aesthetically good, only that they are good tools to have in
the kitchen.

Normative claims are usually contrasted with descriptive claims. A descriptive claim is
a claim about how the world is, not how it ought to be. For instance, consider the claim that
Stephenie Meyer, the author of the Twilight series, is extremely wealthy. This is a descriptive
claim. It says something about the way the world is. By contrast, the claim that the Twilight
series is the greatest work in all of Western literature is a normative claim. (Specifically, it’s
an aesthetic claim.) The claim that Meyer deserves her vast riches is also a normative claim.
You don’t have to agree with these claims to recognize that they are normative claims. All
you have to notice is that they do more than just say how the world is; they evaluate the
world. The first says that the Twilight series is a great work of literature—the greatest in
Western history, no less. The second says that it is right or good for Meyer to have received
so much money for writing the series.

The various kinds of claims we’ve discussed are shown in Figure 2.2.

CLAIMS
/ -~
NORMATIVE DESCRIPTIVE
( \

AESTHETIC ~ EPISTEMIC ~ PRUDENTIAL ~ MORAL  AXIOLOGICAL

- moval
/ \ ( An;\n- ATS::T&\

DEONTIC AXIOLOGICAL

(in a moral sense)

FIGURE 2.2 A visual representation of the relationships between different kinds of claims.

MORALITY ANDTHE LAW

Don’t confuse claims about what’s morally right or wrong with claims about what’s legal or illegal. For
one thing, claims about what’s right or wrong are normative claims, whereas claims about what’s legal
or illegal are descriptive claims. They 're making a statement what the law is, not what the law should be
or whether we should obey any particular law. For another thing, something could be immoral without
being illegal. For instance, many people would say that cheating on your spouse is generally immoral,
but in many places it’s not illegal. And while people generally have an obligation to obey the law, some
actions are illegal without being immoral. Harriet Tubman’s heroic work helping people escape slavery
was illegal but not immoral.
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MORAL PREMISES

Perhaps the most important thing to remember when analyzing and constructing moral ar-
guments is that every moral argument needs to have at least one moral premise. (This is
yet another reason why it’s important to know what kinds of claims count as moral claims:
you need to be able to tell whether any of the premises in an argument are moral premises.)
People often leave the moral premise(s) unstated when they give a moral argument. This
makes it all the more important to think carefully about what moral premises an argument
includes or assumes.

The rule that every moral argument needs to have at least one moral premise is based on
a principle called Hume’s Law:

HUME’S LAW

You cannot derive an “ought” from an “is.”

Hume’s Law means that no argument for a normative conclusion—that is, for a conclusion
about how things ought to be—can be a cogent argument unless it has at least one normative
premise. For our purposes, that means that no moral argument is a cogent argument unless
it has at least one moral premise. Of course, most moral arguments have some non-moral
premises, too. Hume’s Law allows this, as long as the argument also has at least one moral
premise. The problem only arises when all of the premises are descriptive premises—that
is, premises about the way the world is or was or would be, rather than how it ought to be.

When an argument violates Hume’s Law—that is, when it has a normative conclusion but
no normative premises—it is said to commit the is/ought fallacy.* The best way to respond
to an argument that commits the is/ought fallacy is to ask what normative assumption(s) the
argument is making—that is, what hidden normative premise(s) you need to add to the argu-
ment to get it to work.

Hume’s Law strikes some people as obviously true, but it strikes others as obviously false.
After all, the following strikes many people as a perfectly good moral argument:

PANDEMIC FLU

1. A pandemic flu would kill tens of millions of people.
2. Genetically engineering a pandemic flu virus would significantly increase the risk of
a pandemic flu.

". 3. Tt is morally wrong to genetically engineer a pandemic flu virus.?

Notice, however, that neither of the premises is a moral premise. They are both about the way
the world is or would be, not about how it should be. That is, neither says anything about

19

“4People sometimes refer to the is/ought fallacy as the “naturalistic fallacy,” but this can sometimes be confusing because people
also use the term “naturalistic fallacy” to refer to other kinds of mistakes in reasoning.
5This argument is adapted from Martin Enserink, “Controversial Studies Give a Deadly Flu Virus Wings,” Science 334 (2011):

1192-93.
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DAVID HUME AND THE “IS/OUGHT PROBLEM”

Hume’s Law is named for the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-1776), who was largely ignored
in his lifetime but is now regarded as a major figure in the history of Western philosophy. In his most
famous work, A Treatise of Human Nature, Hume develops provocative positions in the philosophical
fields of metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics.

At the end of a section on ethics, Hume says that he can’t resist adding “an observation, which may,
perhaps, be found of some importance.” Many authors, he notes, begin by talking about the way the
world is and then shift to talking about the way the world ought to be, without explaining how their
claims about how the world is lead to their claims about how the world ought to be. In technical terms,
these authors move from descriptive premises to normative conclusions without explaining the connec-
tion between the two. Hume notes that such a move needs to be explained. That is why the principle that
“you cannot derive an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’” is called Hume’s Law.

what is right or wrong, good or bad, etc. (You might think that (1) says something about what
is good or bad. But just because a sentence is talking about something bad doesn’t mean that
the sentence says that the thing is bad. Premise (1) is simply predicting what would happen
if there were a pandemic flu, not saying whether that would be good or bad. It would be logi-
cally possible for someone, such as a movie villain, to agree with premise (1) but think that
the death of tens of millions of people would be just fine.)

What’s really going on here is that the argument has a hidden premise. A hidden premise
is a premise that is assumed but never explicitly stated in the argument. The hidden premise
in this argument is a moral premise that connects the non-moral premises to the moral con-
clusion. It’s important to determine, as best we can, exactly what the moral premise is. For
instance, the hidden premise could be one of these two claims:

(H) It is always morally wrong to do anything that increases the risk that tens of mil-
lions of people will die.

(H*) It is morally wrong to significantly increase the risk that tens of millions of
people will die unless there is a really good reason for doing so.

If we use (H) as the hidden premise of our argument, it will certainly connect (1) and
(2) to the conclusion, (3). But there’s reason to think that (H) might not be true. What if we
could permanently end world poverty, cure cancer, and get mosquitos to stop biting people,
but only at the cost of increasing the probability that 20 million people would die by a few
billionths of 1 percent? It’s not obvious that it would be wrong to do so. After all, poverty,
cancer, and mosquito-borne illnesses kill millions of people every year. But if it would not
be wrong to incur that risk to end poverty, cure cancer, and stop mosquitos from biting
people, then (H) is, strictly speaking, false. Something closer to (H*) is more likely to be
true. But if (H*) is true, then (1) and (2) might not be enough to support the conclusion,
(3). We would need to know whether there is a really good reason to genetically engineer a
pandemic flu virus. We would need to go look for more information before we could evalu-
ate the argument.
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CIRCULAR REASONING

An argument commits the fallacy of circular reasoning (also known as begging the question) when
its premises include or assume the argument’s conclusion. Circular reasoning often takes the form of
smuggling the conclusion into the definition of a word in one of your premises. For instance, people
sometimes argue that capital punishment is wrong because it is murder. But to call something murder is
just to say that it is unjustified killing. Thus, the premise that capital punishment is murder is acceptable
for you only if you already have good reason to believe that capital punishment is wrong. One helpful
way to show that an argument commits this fallacy is to spell out the claim “Murder is unjustified kill-
ing” as a hidden premise in the argument, which makes it obvious that the argument’s (explicit) premise
assumes the truth of the conclusion.

As you can see, it makes a difference what claim you use as a hidden premise. Some
claims may “work” to connect the premises to the conclusion, but if they’re unacceptable
they won’t make the argument cogent. Other claims might be acceptable but fail to connect
the premises to the conclusion appropriately. Sometimes, you’ll find a premise that is both
acceptable and connects the premises to the conclusions. (That means you’ve found a strong
argument!)

Identifying a particular claim as the hidden premise in an argument is tricky. The best
way to do it depends in part on what you’re trying to do. If you are trying to figure out
exactly what someone else believes, you may need to ask them whether they accept (H),
(H*), or some other alternative. If you’re trying to figure out whether you should accept
the conclusion of the argument, you should pick the hidden premise that makes the argu-
ment as strong as possible. That way, you’ll be able to consider the best argument for the
conclusion.

To see another example, consider this argument, which is commonly used in support of
the death penalty:

DETERRENCE
1. Executing convicted murderers deters some would-be murderers from killing people.

.. 2. Executing convicted murderers is morally permissible.

The argument’s only stated premise, (1), is a descriptive premise. It says that executing con-
victed murderers causes other people to decide not to commit murder. All causal claims—
i.e., claims about what causes what—are descriptive claims. But the conclusion is a moral
claim. So, we need to look for a hidden moral premise.

Here are several candidates:

(H,) It is morally permissible to do whatever is necessary to prevent crime.
(H,) It is morally permissible to do whatever is necessary to prevent murder.

(H;) It is morally permissible to kill convicted murderers if doing so saves innocent
lives.
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Each of these would successfully connect (1) to (2). But (H,) is surely false: Executing
people on the spot for being suspected of shoplifting, graffiti, or jaywalking would prob-
ably deter all three of those activities to some extent. Yet it is clearly morally forbidden for a
police officer to shoot someone on the spot just because he suspects the person has shoplifted
a pack of gum.

Maybe (H,) will fare better, since it focuses only on murder. It still has the problem that
it endorses doing whatever is necessary to prevent murder. In ancient China, entire families
could be executed for the crimes of a single family member. This would presumably be a
more effective deterrent than just executing the criminal. But it would be morally wrong to
do so, since it involves punishing people—quite severely!—for something that they didn’t
do.

What about (H;)? This seems more promising. In fact, it’s close to a premise suggested
by the philosopher Ernest van den Haag, who argues that the death of an innocent murder
victim is worse than the death of a convicted murderer.® Thus, if we can prevent the death
of one or more innocent murder victims by executing a convicted murderer, it is morally
permissible to do so.

Suppose, then, that we accept (H;) as the hidden premise in DETERRENCE. We now have
our work cut out for us in evaluating the argument. We will need to find out whether the
death penalty does, in fact, deter would-be murderers. We will also need to think carefully
about whether it is morally permissible to kill a convicted murderer in order to save innocent
lives. Both of those are difficult tasks, but at least we now know where to start in evaluating
DETERRENCE.

MAKING MORAL JUDGMENTSWITHOUT BEING JUDGMENTAL

The purpose of reasoning about moral issues is to form well-justified judgments about
whether particular actions are right or wrong. Some people are uncomfortable making moral
judgments. They worry that judging people’s actions as right or wrong amounts to being
judgmental. But you can make moral judgments about other people’s actions without being
judgmental.

Reaching the conclusion that someone else’s action was morally wrong is not the same
as judging that the person should be scolded or punished for doing it—much less that you
should be the one to scold or punish the person. For instance, imagine that you see someone
at a political protest carrying a sign with racist slogans on it. It would presumably be inap-
propriate for anyone (including you) to punish her for carrying the sign, since it’s a form of
protected free speech, but it would be appropriate for you to think that she’s doing something
wrong by carrying it. It might even be appropriate for you to tell her that you think it’s wrong
for her to carry that sign. Or imagine you overhear a stranger at a coffee shop admitting to a

Ernest van den Haag, “On Deterrence and the Death Penalty,” The Journal of Criminal Law, Criminology and Political Science
60 (1969): 141-47.
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“THAT’S JUST, LIKE, YOUR OPINION, MAN”

Another reason that some people are uncomfortable making moral judgments is that they believe that
all judgments about right or wrong are “just opinions.” There are deep and important philosophical
questions lurking here—questions about the distinction between “facts” and “opinions,” for instance,
and about whether moral claims can be true or justified. The idea that moral claims are “just opinions”
is far more controversial, philosophically, than many people realize. We discuss these issues in Chapter
9. In the meantime, remember that just because something counts as “an opinion” doesn’t mean that
you can’t give reasons for it. For instance, you might have views about whether one basketball player is
better than another or which of two movies was funnier. Even if those are “just opinions,” you can still
give reasons for your views.

friend that he’s been cheating on his wife. You might think that he’s done something morally
wrong, but you might also think that it is not your place to intervene. Similarly, determining
that some action is morally obligatory is not the same as judging that someone should be
forced to do it. For instance, you might agree with the philosopher Peter Singer that most
Americans are morally obligated to donate a large share of their income to fight global pov-
erty, but you could still think that it would be wrong for anyone to force people to do so. In
general, you might form a moral judgment about someone else’s action and yet do nothing
to try to change that person’s behavior.

In some cases, though, it might be appropriate—or even obligatory—to try to change
someone else’s behavior or to get someone else, like the police, to intervene. This only
counts as “being judgmental” if you intervene in an overbearing or inappropriate way. For
example, if you discover that a coworker has been stealing other people’s lunches out of the
office refrigerator, you might think it appropriate for you to tell him that he ought to stop.
Whether you come across as judgmental depends on how to say it.

TERMINOLOGY TO KNOW

moral argument morally permissible is/ought fallacy
moral claim supererogatory hidden premise
deontic claim morally indifferent circular reasoning
axiological claim normative claim begging the question
morally wrong descriptive claim
morally obligatory Hume’s Law

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Some people think that there are no supererogatory actions. Why might they think that? Are they

right? Why or why not?

2. Is there a “bright line” between prudential claims and moral claims, so that we can always tell
whether the claim is a prudential claim or a moral claim? Why or why not?
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3.

4.

Why, exactly, can’t a moral argument be cogent if it violates Hume’s Law? That is, which of the
criteria for cogency (pp. 8—12) would such an argument violate? Why?

Would “Murderers deserve to die” be a plausible hidden premise for DETERRENCE (p. 21)? Why or
why not?

CASE STUDIES

See the Note About Case Studies on p. 150 for further instructions.

1.

During a visit to a radio station in Manhattan in 2014, singer Ariana Grande signed autographs and
posed for pictures, smiling and seemingly happy to be surrounded by adoring fans. According to the
gossip column in the New York Daily News, however, Grande changed her tune once she stepped
into the elevator. As soon as her fans were safely out of sight, she supposedly said, “I hope they all
f—ing die.” Evaluate Grande’s action of pretending to be happy to see her fans when she actually
couldn’t stand to be around them. Give a moral argument to support your evaluation, being sure to
use at least one normative premise.

. Two parents in Silver Spring, Maryland, found themselves at the center of a national controversy

when their 10-year-old son and 6-year-old daughter were found walking alone in their suburban
neighborhood. The two kids were picked up by police while walking back from a park about a mile
from their house. The parents, Danielle and Alexander Meitiv, endorse a style of parenting called
“free-range parenting.” They had previously allowed their children to walk together to other places
in the neighborhood, such as the library and a 7-Eleven. They maintain that their children are mature
enough to take such walks on their own and that the children face very little danger on the walks.
Evaluate the parents’ action of allowing their children to walk around their neighborhood without
an adult. Give a moral argument to support your evaluation, being sure to use at least one normative
premise.

. Thomas More served as a close advisor to King Henry VIII of England in the decade before

England split with the Catholic Church. As a devout Catholic, More disapproved of Henry’s op-
position to the Pope. Henry, in turn, disapproved of More’s disapproval. In 1534, the Parliament of
England passed a law that required More to take an oath that violated his Catholic faith in various
ways. Refusal to take that oath amounted to treason. More refused to take the oath and was there-
fore executed. Moments before his execution, he described himself as “the king’s good servant, but
God’s first.” Evaluate More’s action of refusing to take the oath demanded by Parliament. Give a
moral argument to support your evaluation, being sure to use at least one normative premise.

. The French film Amélie focuses on a young Parisian woman’s attempts to make her friends and

neighbors happy—usually without their realizing that she is involved. In one scene, Amélie listens
to her elderly neighbor, Madeleine, tell the story of her late husband’s adultery: in the 1970s, her
husband ran off to the Bahamas with his secretary; he later died in an accident. Madeleine has lived
alone, broken-hearted, ever since. When Amélie learns that the wreckage of a 1970s plane crash
has recently been discovered and that mail from the crash was now being delivered to its intended
recipients, she forges a love letter from Madeleine’s husband. The letter apologizes for his (the
husband’s) infidelity, tells Madeleine that he has always loved her, and promises to return to her
soon. Madeleine reads the forged letter and is delighted to learn that her husband still loved her after
all; a great weight is lifted from her shoulders. Evaluate Amélie’s act of forging a letter to mend
Madeleine’s broken heart. Give a moral argument to support your evaluation, being sure to use at
least one normative premise.
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3 JReasoning with Obligations

When a corrupt Baltimore politician stands trial in the HBO series The Wire, he freely admits
to stealing charitable donations. But, he explains, he didn’t steal to enrich himself. He stole
to help the struggling people of his run-down district in West Baltimore. The jury, despite
having just heard the politician admit to the crime of which he was accused, found him not
guilty of that crime.! This is an example, though a fictional one, of what lawyers call “jury
nullification.”

Jury nullification occurs when a jury declares a defendant not guilty, despite knowing that
the court has clear evidence that the defendant is guilty. The jurors know that, according to
the law, they should find the defendant guilty, but they decide to ignore the law and return
a verdict of “not guilty.” In the United States, at least, judges are not allowed to overrule a
jury’s acquittal, so there is nothing that the judge can do. The defendant simply gets away
with breaking the law.

In the U.S. Supreme Court case Sparf and Hansen v. U.S. (1895), Justice John Marshall
Harlan gave an argument much like this one:

JURY NULLIFICATION

1. Jurors have both a legal and a moral obligation to apply the law to the facts of the case.
2. Jury nullification occurs when a jury ignores the law.
.. 3. It is morally wrong for a jury to engage in jury nullification.?

This argument relies on a special kind of moral premise: a moral premise that says that
someone has a particular moral obligation. To say that someone has a moral obligation to
do something is just to say that it is morally obligatory for that person to do that thing. For
instance, premise (1) of JURY NULLIFICATION says that it is morally obligatory for each juror
to apply the law to the facts of the case. As you’ll recall from Chapter 2, to say that some-
thing is morally obligatory (for someone) is to say that it is would be morally wrong for that
person not to do it. So premises (1) and (2) jointly entail that it would be morally wrong for
a juror to fail to apply the law to the facts of the case.

1“Took,” The Wire, HBO, February 17, 2008.

21t is unclear whether Justice Harlan meant to say that jurors have both a legal obligation and a moral obligation to apply the law
or if he means that they have only a legal obligation. These are two different things. For the purposes of this argument, we will
focus only on moral obligations. See Sparf and Hansen v. U.S., 156 U.S. 51 (1895).
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In general, reasoning with moral obligations makes it fairly easy to construct moral arguments.
Most arguments that appeal to moral obligations use one of these two forms:

FORM 1

1. Person P has a moral obligation to do X.
2. The only way to do X is to do Y.
.. 3. Itis morally obligatory for person P to do Y.

FORM 2

1. Person P has a moral obligation to do X.
2. Doing action Y amounts to not doing X.
.. 3. Ttis morally wrong for person P to do Y.

Filling in these forms involves identifying the relevant obligation and showing that doing Y
is related to doing X in the relevant way. For instance, in JURY NULLIFICATION, the relevant
obligation—what goes in the place of X—is the obligation to apply the law to the facts of the
case. Action Y is jury nullification. By definition, jury nullification involves ignoring the law
in deciding a case. So, it very clearly amounts to “not doing X.”

The philosophically difficult part of these arguments, of course, is establishing that some-
one has a particular moral obligation—that is, that “person P has a moral obligation to do
X.” To help do that, we can divide moral obligations into two kinds: role-based obligations,
which apply to people in virtue of their occupying certain roles, and general obligations,
which apply to everybody.

27

MORAL THEORY: DEONTOLOGY

Some philosophers argue that morality should be understood primarily in terms of obligations.
This philosophical view is known as deontology, which means “the study of duties,” and people
who hold this view are called deontologists. According to deontology, what matters most in mo-
rality is whether someone is or is not “following the moral rules.” Therefore, deontologists claim,
all arguments about what someone ought to do must ultimately depend on premises that appeal to
obligations.

Deontologists disagree about exactly what “the moral rules” are, although this disagreement is
often not as deep as it seems. That is, they disagree about exactly how to understand the obligations
that people have, but in particular cases they frequently agree about which actions people are obli-
gated to perform or not perform. Deontologists also disagree about how important it is that people
follow the right rules for the right reason. For instance, some deontologists argue that a person who
follows the rules only to avoid being punished is not really acting rightly. Other deontologists argue
that such a person is acting rightly, even if his or her doing so does not necessarily make him or her
a good person.

For more about deontology, see Chapter 11.
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ROLE-BASED OBLIGATIONS

A moral obligation is a role-based obligation if all the people who occupy a particular role
have that obligation and they have the obligation because they occupy that role. A role could
include a job (e.g., a police officer), a civic role (e.g., a juror), a social role (e.g., a parent or
friend), etc. Most people occupy many roles at once. For instance, a person could be a busi-
ness executive, a daughter, a mother, a best friend, and a voter all at the same time.

Different roles come with different obligations. For instance, being a soldier carries the
obligation of defending one’s country, even if that means risking one’s life. A parent has an
obligation to ensure that his or her child is taken care of. And a juror, according to Justice
Harlan, has an obligation to apply the law to the facts of the case before him or her. The
jurors’ obligation in JURY NULLIFICATION is a role-based obligation—one that they have
because they are currently occupying the role of juror.

Appealing to social roles is often helpful in justifying premise (1) in an argument that
follows FORM I or FORM 2 above. Recall that premise (1) had the form “Person P has a moral
obligation to do X.” If someone asked you why P has an obligation to do X, you might be
able to identify a role that P occupies that carries an obligation to do X. For instance, suppose
you said that the football player Tom Brady has an obligation to do his best (within the rules
of the game) to help his team win. If someone asked you why Brady has this obligation, you
could justify your claim by saying, “Professional athletes have an obligation to do their best
(within the rules of the game) to help their teams win.”

Many role-based obligations are straightforward and widely accepted. Few people would
deny that politicians have an obligation to refuse bribes, that close friends have an obligation
to help one another in times of need, or that elevator safety inspectors have an obligation to
ensure that elevators are working properly. Other role-based obligations are more controver-
sial. For instance, does a defense attorney have a moral obligation to defend her client to the
best of her ability if she believes that her client is guilty of a serious crime? Parents have an
obligation to protect their children, but if someone commits a crime, do his or her parents
have a parental obligation to help their child conceal that crime from the police? There is no
systematic way to answer these sorts of questions; they must be considered one at a time.

To see how this might work, consider another example—this one from bioethicist Daniel
Callahan:

EUTHANASIA

1. Doctors have a special obligation never to use their medical knowledge to kill someone.
2. Physician-assisted suicide involves a doctor administering a lethal medication, at a
patient’s request, in order to kill the patient.
.. 3. Itis morally wrong for a doctor to participate in physician-assisted suicide.’

The normative premise in EUTHANASIA is that doctors have a special obligation—that is, a
role-based obligation specific to the medical profession—never to use their medical knowl-
edge to kill someone. But why should we accept that premise? Callahan argues that doctors’
specialized medical knowledge gives them great power and that because society will not
(or should not) grant them the privilege to use that power unless the power is limited, doctors

Daniel Callahan, “Can We Return Death to Disease?” Hastings Center Report 19 (Jan.—Feb. 1989): 4-6.
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have a special responsibility to use their medical knowledge only to “cure or comfort, never
to kill.”# In other words, Callahan appeals to a controversial role-based obligation in
Euthanasia, and he backs that premise up with a further argument.

UNIVERSAL OBLIGATIONS

In contrast to role-based obligations, a universal obligation is a moral obligation that all
persons have, regardless of the roles that they occupy.

Consider the following argument, which is adapted from an argument that philosopher
Robert Arrington criticizes in his paper “Advertising and Behavior Control”:

MANIPULATIVE ADVERTISING

1. Some kinds of advertising trick consumers into acting in ways that benefit the adver-
tiser but don’t necessarily benefit the consumer.
2. Tricking other people into acting in ways that benefit you but don’t benefit them is
manipulating them.
3. Everyone has a moral obligation not to manipulate others.
". 4. Some kinds of advertising are morally forbidden.’

Although MANIPULATIVE ADVERTISING is about the ethics of advertising, its main normative
premise is not just about the obligations of advertisers; it’s about an obligation that everyone
has—namely, the obligation not to manipulate others. That is, the premise is about a univer-
sal obligation.

When using universal obligations in your moral reasoning, you can appeal to fairly spe-
cific ones, such as the obligation not to manipulate people, or you can appeal to more general
ones. Various philosophers have tried to identify sets of general universal obligations that
cover all of morality. While you may disagree with the exact lists that these philosophers
have produced, they provide a helpful starting point for thinking about which obligations
are genuinely universal. Each of these lists aims to provide a more or less complete list of
the obligations that all people have, just in virtue of being people. You’ll notice that the lists
overlap quite a bit and that most of the obligations on each list are fairly uncontroversial.
Appealing to one of these obligations in a moral argument is therefore a relatively safe move.

One major problem with these lists may have already occurred to you: it is possible for
these obligations to conflict with one another—or with someone’s role-based obligations.
In fact, most of life’s most difficult ethical problems involve conflicts among obligations.
Consider MANIPULATIVE ADVERTISING again. Manipulating someone could be seen as a way
of depriving others of freedom; it is a way of tricking them into doing something that they
would not have done freely. That’s why we all have an obligation not to manipulate others.
But you might think that people who work at an advertising agency have a role-based obliga-
tion to produce advertisements that help their clients sell their products. They may even have
promised the agency’s clients that the agency would do everything it could to help sell the
product. So it seems that the advertisers’ obligation not to deprive others of freedom conflicts

4 Callahan, “Can We Return Death to Disease?” 6.
5 Robert L. Arrington, “Advertising and Behavior Control,” Journal of Business Ethics 1 (1982): 3-12.
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Table 3.1 Three Lists of Suggested Universal Obligations

W. D. Ross

Robert Audi

Bernard Gert

Fidelity (promise-keeping)

Reparation (making amends for
wrongs done)

Gratitude (doing good or express-
ing thanks to those who benefit us)

Beneficence (promoting good
outcomes)

Non-maleficence (not causing bad
outcomes)

Prohibition of injury and harm
Veracity (not lying)

Fidelity (promise-keeping)

Justice (not treating people unfairly)

Reparation (making amends for
wrongs done)

Beneficence (promoting other peo-
ple’s good)

Do not kill

Do not cause pain

Do not disable others

Do not deprive others of freedom
Do not deprive others of pleasure
Do not deceive others

Keep your promises

Do not cheat

Gratitude (doing good or expressing
thanks to those who benefit us) Obey the law

Self-improvement (developing your Fulfill your role-based obligations

talents and human capacities)

Enhancement of freedom
(increasing freedom of persons)

Respectfulness (treat others with
respect)

Sources: Adapted from W. D. Ross, The Right and the Good, ed. Philip Stratton-Lake (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002);
Robert Audi, The Good in the Right (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004); and Bernard Gert, Common Morality
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2004).

with their universal obligation to keep their promises and to fulfill their role-based obligation
as employees of an advertising agency. What should they do?

One way out of this problem is to get clearer about the advertisers’ obligations. What
exactly is the relevant role-based obligation? Is it really to do “everything they could” to
help their clients sell their products? Not quite: advertisers aren’t obligated, for instance, to
hold innocent people hostage until the hostages agree to buy their client’s products. More
generally, they aren’t obligated to do anything illegal or immoral to help their clients sell
products. We might say that their obligation is to do everything they can, short of breaking
the law or behaving immorally, to help their clients sell their products. Since manipulating
people is immoral, their role-based obligation doesn’t require them to manipulate people.
The apparent conflict between the advertisers’ universal and role-based obligations was just
an illusion.

This approach doesn’t always work. Sometimes obligations really do conflict. For in-
stance, sometimes the only way to avoid harming someone is to break a promise to someone
else. Unfortunately, there is no general rule for deciding which obligation to satisfy when
they conflict. It might be tempting to rank the obligations from most important to least im-
portant, but some examples suggest that no such ranking is possible. For example, some-
times it is more important to keep a promise than to benefit someone, especially when the
promise is very important and the benefit is fairly small; at other times, it is more important
to benefit someone than to keep a promise. Instead of relying on a general rule, the best we
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can do is puzzle through each situation on a case-by-case basis, trying to decide which obli-
gation is most important in each case.

RESPECT FOR PERSONS

Some philosophers argue that our universal obligations all boil down to a single rule: always
treat people with respect. That is, we should always treat each person with the kind of respect
that it is owed to each person, just because they are persons. To see how this obligation gets
used in a moral argument, consider the following argument, adapted from the philosopher
Ann Garry:

PORNOGRAPHY

. Pornography reduces women to mere sex objects.

. Reducing a class of people to mere sex objects is degrading to the people of that class.
. To degrade someone is to disrespect him or her.

. Everyone is morally obligated to treat everyone else with respect.

*. 5. Pornography is morally forbidden.®

RO I N R

There are various objections one might raise to this argument. For instance, one might deny
that pornography in general “reduces women to mere sex objects” or that it “degrades”
women. But the other two premises in the argument seem less controversial: to degrade
someone is to disrespect him or her, and everyone is morally obligated to treat everyone else
with respect. Some ways of treating others are obviously disrespectful, and it’s hard to deny
that we ought to treat others with respect.

Sometimes you can construct a powerful moral argument based on the universal obliga-
tion to respect other persons simply by pointing out that a behavior amounts to degrading,
humiliating, insulting, coercing, or harming someone. All of these things are obviously ways
of disrespecting someone. In other cases, however, a particular behavior may seem disre-
spectful even though it doesn’t fit into any of those categories.

It turns out to be surprisingly hard to give a general account of what it is to show respect for
persons, but several prominent philosophers have tried. Most famously, the great eighteenth-
century German philosopher Immanuel Kant said that respecting persons requires treating
them ““always as ends in themselves, and never merely as means.” Philosophers have offered
various interpretations of this claim. At the very least, to say that persons are “ends in them-
selves” is to say that they are valuable for their own sakes, not just for what they can do for
society (or for you or for anyone else). To treat someone “merely as a means” is to use or
exploit that person, typically by treating them in ways that they do not, would not, or could
not agree to be treated. Thus, one interpretation of Kant’s rule is that we ought always to
treat people as beings who have value in themselves, and so are not to be used or exploited

% Ann Garry, “Pornography and Respect for Women,” Social Theory and Practice 4 (1978): 395-421.
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IMMANUEL KANT

One of the giants of Western intellectual history, Immanuel Kant (1724—1804) taught philosophy in
the city of Konigsberg, which was a major city in the German kingdom of Prussia. Kant was famous
in Konigsberg for the regularity of his daily schedule. Supposedly people could set their clocks based
on when Kant passed by their homes on his regular morning walk. Between 1781 and 1790, Kant pub-
lished a series of books that revolutionized many areas of philosophy, including metaphysics, episte-
mology, and ethics. Kant’s ideas continue to influence many philosophers today.

Kant’s most famous idea in moral philosophy is the “categorical imperative,” which is supposed to
provide a single moral rule that applies to all rational beings regardless of their particular preferences.
One way of understanding this rule is as requiring everyone to respect persons. For more on Kant’s
ethics and the categorical imperative, see Chapter 11.

exclusively for our own benefit—or even for someone else’s benefit.” To reduce someone to
a mere sex object, for example, reduces them to the state of a thing to be used for one’s own
gratification.

Although contemporary philosophers have developed very sophisticated interpretations
of respect for persons, the basic idea is that respecting someone as a person requires that we
take his or her goals and interests into account when deciding what to do. Some philosophers
think that we have a general obligation to actively promote others’ goals and interests. At
the very least, respect for persons requires that we avoid interfering with or undermining
others’ goals and interests when we can. We may not simply use other people in any way we
see fit, regardless of their goals and interests. This is what distinguishes treating someone
as a person from treating him or her as a mere thing. In this way, other people’s goals and
interests create a kind of limit on what we are morally permitted to do.

This idea of respect for persons is, admittedly, a little vague. The idea behind saying that
our only obligation is to treat persons with respect is not that this one obligation instantly
clarifies what we ought to do. The idea is that the claim “You have an obligation to treat
persons with respect” can serve as a basic premise in any moral argument. You can then
develop an argument for or against particular actions (or institutions or whatever) by explain-
ing how those actions (institutions, etc.) do or do not treat persons with respect. Thus, the
idea that our most basic obligation is to treat persons with respect justifies one more form of
obligation-based moral argument:

FORM 3
1. Everyone is obligated to treat persons with respect.

2. Doing X is not treating persons with respect because Y.
.. 3. Itis morally wrong for anyone to do X.

7 To learn more about Kant’s moral philosophy, see the discussion of Kantian deontology in Chapter 11 (pp. 119-22), as well as
Kant’s “Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals” in Part V of this book (pp. 164—170).
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PERFECT vs. IMPERFECT OBLIGATIONS

Moral philosophers distinguish perfect obligations from imperfect obligations. A perfect obligation
is one that you must fulfill in every case where it applies. An imperfect obligation is one that you must
fulfill sometimes but not at every opportunity. For example, repaying your debts is a perfect obligation:
whenever a debt comes due, you are obligated to repay it. Giving to charity, however, is (at most) an
imperfect obligation: while you (arguably) act wrongly if you never give money to charity, you are not
obligated to give to charity at every opportunity. To put this another way, you have some discretion over
how and when to fulfill your imperfect obligations (like giving to charity) but not over how and when
you fulfill your perfect obligations (like repaying your debts). When using normative premises about
obligations, it will sometimes be important to consider whether the obligations you’re discussing are
perfect or imperfect obligations.

Think back to the earlier argument about pornography. If we replace X with “pornography” and
Y with “it degrades women by reducing them to mere sex objects,” PORNOGRAPHY fits FORM 3.

Thinking about such arguments in terms of FORM 3 is also helpful for evaluating those
arguments. In any argument that fits FORM 3, the thing to focus on is the second premise.
Do you really think that doing X is a way of failing to treat persons with respect? Does the
argument offer a convincing explanation for thinking so? If not, can you come up with a con-
vincing explanation? Or is the explanation obvious? Or do you think that doing X is actually
consistent with treating persons with respect? For instance, is it possible to produce or view
pornography without reducing women (or men) to the status of sex objects?

As this example illustrates, reducing all universal obligations to the obligation to treat
persons with respect addresses the possibility of conflicting obligations, but it does not elimi-
nate the need to think carefully about exactly what people ought to do (or not do).

TERMINOLOGY TO KNOW

moral obligation universal obligation perfect obligation
deontology respect for persons imperfect obligation
role-based obligation

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What social roles do you occupy? What are some role-based obligations that you have because of
those roles?

2. Review the three lists of universal obligations in Table 3.1. Are there any (supposed) obligations on
any of the lists that you think are not universal obligations? Are there any obligations that you think
should be on the lists but aren’t?

3. Choose one of the lists of universal obligations in Table 3.1. Do you think there are any obligations
on any of the lists that always take precedence over one of the others on that list? That is, can you
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find two obligations on the list for which you think it is a/ways more important to fulfill one rather
than the other when they conflict?

4. What do you think it means to treat someone with respect? How do your ideas about respecting
persons compare with Immanuel Kant’s interpretation?

CASE STUDIES

See the Note About Case Studies on p. 150 for further instructions.

1. In July 2005, a helicopter carried a reconnaissance team of four U.S. Navy SEALSs into hostile ter-
ritory in Kunar Province, Afghanistan, as part of an anti-insurgent operation called Operation Red
Wings. As the team moved into position, they encountered three unarmed Afghan goat herders.
After determining that the goat herders were civilians, the team released them, as required by the
U.S. military’s rules of engagement. Knowing that the goat herders might report their position to
hostile forces, the team retreated to a safer position. Shortly thereafter, hostile Afghan forces at-
tacked the U.S. soldiers, quite possibly because the goat herders had alerted them to the soldiers’
presence. Three of the four SEALs were killed. Another sixteen U.S. military personnel died trying
to rescue them. Evaluate the SEALSs’ action of releasing the goat herders. Give a moral argument to
support your evaluation, using at least one normative premise involving obligations.

2. Near the end of the novel 7o Kill a Mockingbird, the young narrator, Scout, and her brother, Jem, are
walking home through the woods when they are attacked by a man named Bob Ewell. The kids’ pain-
fully shy neighbor, “Boo” Radley, rescues them. He wrestles Ewell’s knife away from the attacker
and kills him with it. When the kids’ father discovers what’s happened, he summons Sheriff Tate and
explains the situation. Sheriff Tate believes the father’s story. Legally, he ought to arrest Radley for kill-
ing Ewell, since the law requires that a jury decide whether Radley should be punished. But the sheriff
knows what they will decide: they will acquit Radley, since he only killed to defend himself and the
children. Furthermore, to put Radley on trial would cause the reclusive man great anguish, and it would
stir up trouble in their little town. The sherift can avoid all of that by writing in his official report that
Ewell fell on his own knife after struggling with the kids; that’s what he decides to do. Evaluate Sheriff
Tate’s decision to lie in his report in order to spare Radley and the town a trial. Give a moral argument
to support your evaluation, using at least one normative premise involving obligations.

3. Inthe film The Truman Show, Jim Carrey plays Truman Burbank, whose entire life has been a wildly
successful reality television show of sorts. What makes the show so unusual is that Truman doesn’t
realize he’s on television. Unbeknownst to him, everyone in his life—even his own “friends” and
“family”—are actors; the town in which he has lived his entire life is actually a giant television set.
The show’s creator, Christof, has engineered a nearly perfect life for Truman, carefully arranging
every detail and then filming Truman with secret cameras. Evaluate Christof’s action of creating a
perfect life for Truman and then secretly filming it to make a television show. Give a moral argu-
ment to support your evaluation, using at least one normative premise involving obligations.

4. The 2013 Boston Marathon dissolved into chaos when two homemade bombs exploded near the
finish line, killing three people and injuring almost three hundred more. The bombs had been built
and placed by two brothers, Dzokhar and Tamerlan Tsarnaev. Tamerlan, the older of the two, later
died in a shootout with police; Dzokhar was captured alive. Federal prosecutors charged Dzokhar
with a long list of crimes and announced that they would seek the death penalty. Despite having no
doubts about the younger Tsarnaev’s guilt, lawyer Judy Clarke agreed to defend him in court. She
wanted to do what she had done for a long list of America’s most notorious criminals over the previ-
ous two decades—prevent the government from executing them. Clarke opposes the death penalty,
and so she defends people, like Tsarnaev, who face execution, even when she believes that they are
guilty and that she cannot prevent them from being convicted. Evaluate Clarke’s action of choosing
to defend Dzokhar Tsarnaev. Give a moral argument to support your evaluation, using at least one
normative premise involving obligations.
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Shocking pictures from the Abu Ghraib prison in Baghdad revealed that American mili-
tary personnel were torturing prisoners during the early years of the Iraq War. Most people
see torture as obviously wrong. Yet some people have defended torture in very special
circumstances.

Imagine, for instance, that a fanatical, deranged criminal has planted a nuclear bomb
under Paris. Unless it is quickly located and deactivated, the bomb will destroy the entire
city. There is no way to evacuate the city’s millions of inhabitants and priceless valuables,
such as the art at the Louvre Museum. The only way to find the bomb in time would be to
torture the criminal until he reveals its location. This is the imaginary scenario envisioned by
contemporary philosopher Henry Shue in his paper on the immorality of torture. !

Shue implicitly invites us to consider an argument like the following:

TICKING TIME BOMB

1. Either the police torture the criminal or Paris is blown up.

2. If the police torture the criminal, then the criminal will suffer, but the police will save
Paris.

3. If Paris is blown up, then millions of people will die; millions more will suffer deeply
from the loss of friends and loved ones; and priceless buildings, artworks, etc. will be
destroyed.

*. 4. Either the criminal suffers but Paris is saved, or millions of innocent people die, mil-
lions more suffer, and countless priceless buildings, artworks, etc. will be destroyed.

5. It is much better for one criminal to suffer than for millions of innocent people to die,
millions more to suffer, and all of those priceless things to be destroyed.

*. 6. It is morally permissible for the police to torture the criminal.

Shue emphasizes that the circumstances in the “ticking time bomb” scenario are so unrealis-
tic that we should never expect them to occur. In the scenario, the police know that the person
they’ve arrested is the one who planted the bomb, they know that the bomb will detonate as
planned and destroy Paris, they know that they can defuse it if they find it, and so on. Fur-
thermore, ticking time bomb even assumes that torturing the criminal will work—that is, that
he will honestly reveal the true location of the bomb in time for them to defuse it. Because
these circumstances, taken together, are so unrealistic, Shue warns that we should not draw
any general conclusions about torture from this argument. In particular, he insists that the

"Henry Shue, “Torture,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 2 (1978): 141; reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 378-88).
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CONSEQUENTIALISM

While most philosophers agree that consequences matter morally, some philosophers believe that,
ultimately, consequences are all that matter morally. Philosophers who believe this are called con-
sequentialists, and the view they hold is called consequentialism. There are many different kinds of
consequentialism. We discuss some of them in Chapter 11.

argument does not show that torture is permissible in more realistic circumstances. But he
reluctantly admits that an argument like this one shows that in some very special cases tor-
ture would be morally permissible.

Let’s look at the reasoning involved in TICKING TIME BOMB. It doesn’t rely on premises
about obligations. In fact, it might look like it doesn’t have any normative premises at all. But
that can’t be right! If we look more closely, we’ll see that premise (5) is a normative premise:
it claims that one state of affairs—that is, one way that the world could be—is better than
another state of affairs. This makes it a normative premise because it evaluates different ways
that the world could be. (Using the terminology presented in Chapter 2, it is an axiological
claim—that is, a claim about what is good or bad.) Premise (4) tells us that the police can
achieve that better state of affairs by torturing the criminal. These two premises together are
supposed to show that it is morally permissible for the police to torture the criminal.

This kind of moral reasoning relies on the consequences of an action to make a moral
claim about that action. That is, it uses premises about what will happen as a result of per-
forming some action to show that the action is morally forbidden, permissible, obligatory,
or supererogatory. The key normative premises in this kind of argument claim that one state
of affairs is better than another state of affairs. These premises matter because, other things
being equal, if one action leads to a better state of affairs than another action, the first action
is morally better.

The “other things being equal” clause—sometimes called a ceteris paribus clause—is
crucial here. To say that “other things are equal” in two situations is to say that the two situa-
tions do not differ in any way that would matter for present purposes. The “other things being
equal” clause entails that if the two actions differ in some other important way, then the one
that has the better consequences might not be morally better.

The lesson here is that while it’s important to take consequences into account in your
moral reasoning, you need not rely solely on consequences in thinking about what to do.
You can combine premises about consequences with the other methods of moral reason-
ing that we discuss in this book. In particular, you might use premises about obligations or
other moral principles as deontological constraints—that is, as constraints or limits on what
kinds of things you might do in order to bring about good consequences.

There are three major challenges involved in using consequences in your moral reason-
ing. The first challenge is that you need to compare the consequences of an action to the
consequences of relevant alternatives. The second challenge is that it is sometimes hard to
measure the goodness or badness of the consequences of an action. The third challenge is
that many actions involve uncertainty. That is, it is sometimes hard to know exactly what
will happen as a result of your action. We will address each of these challenges below.
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FACING THE CONSEQUENCES OFYOUR ACTIONS

One common refrain in moral argument is that someone must “face the consequences” or “accept the
consequences” of his or her action. In other words, they have to bear the burden of whatever happens as
a result of their action. This is sometimes appropriate, but people often misuse it.

There are, arguably, two conditions under which it’s appropriate to insist that someone must face
the consequences of his or her action. The first is when the action itself is a morally bad action, such
that someone who does it deserves to suffer as a result. The second is when someone tries to shift their
burden unfairly onto someone else. For instance, suppose that a teenager makes a mess (literally or
metaphorically). Because he doesn’t want to have to clean up his mess, he tries to shift responsibility
onto his sister. Since his sister didn’t cause the mess, it would be unfair to make her clean it up. Instead,
the boy ought to take responsibility for his actions and clean up his own mess.

Sometimes people abuse this idea by arguing as follows: “Action X has bad but preventable conse-
quences. It would be wrong to prevent those consequences, however, because people who do X need
to face the consequences of their actions.” Arguments like this are often very weak: Imagine someone
who breaks her ankle playing soccer and needs to get it treated to avoid a permanent injury. It would be
ridiculous to say that it would be wrong for her to get her ankle treated because she needs to face the
consequences of playing soccer.

In general, if you’re going to argue that it would be wrong for someone to prevent some bad but
avoidable consequences of his or her actions, you need to establish that the person really deserves to
suffer those bad consequences or that avoiding the consequences amounts to shifting the burden un-
fairly onto someone else.

COMPARING CONSEQUENCES

Consider the following argument, adapted from the philosopher Bradley Strawser, who
writes about military ethics.?

DRONE STRIKES

1. The use of uninhabited aerial vehicles (UAVs), or “drones,” to wage war kills one
civilian for every seventeen enemy combatants killed.

2. The use of special forces to wage war kills one civilian for every four enemy combat-
ants killed.

3. The use of the regular army to wage war kills one civilian for every three enemy com-
batants killed.

4. If we are going to wage war, then other things being equal, it is better to kill fewer
civilians than to kill more.

. 5. If we are going to wage war, it is better to use UAVs to do so rather than relying on the

army or special forces.

2Bradley Jay Strawser, “Moral Predators: The Duty to Employ Uninhabited Aerial Vehicles,” Journal of Military Ethics 9 (2010):
342-68; reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 447-467).
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SLIPPERY SLOPES

Stepping onto a steep, icy hillside isn’t going to hurt you, but it might make it hard to get back up, leav-
ing you no choice but to slide all the way to the bottom. So, if you don’t want to end up at the bottom
of the slope, you have a good reason not to take that first step. A slippery slope argument warns us
not to take some apparently harmless step because it will lead to some undesirable outcome. A good
slippery slope argument clearly identifies which seemingly harmless action we ought not to take; what
bad outcome that action would lead to; and how taking that first step will lead to that bad outcome.
A slippery slope fallacy is a slippery slope argument that lacks one of those three things. Most com-
monly, it relies on an implausible claim about how the first action will lead to the bad outcome. It is
often unclear whether a slippery slope argument is fallacious or not. For instance, the argument that
using marijuana is wrong because it will lead to using harder, more dangerous drugs is a slippery slope
argument. Whether it commits the slippery slope fallacy depends on whether marijuana really is a “gate-
way drug” that leads to heavier drug use.

Notice that, just as TICKING TIME BOMB compared the consequences of torturing a criminal to
the consequences of not torturing him, DRONE STRIKES compares the consequences of using
drone strikes to the consequences of other ways of waging war. This is important because
if you look just at the consequences of using drones to kill enemy combatants in war, you
might quickly conclude that drone strikes are immoral. After all, they cause the deaths of
innocent civilians, which is a very bad thing. When you compare it to the consequences of
the alternative ways of waging war, however, the picture changes.

The relevant question here—as in any case where you are reasoning with consequences—
is not just whether the consequences of an action are good or bad, but whether they are better
or worse than the consequences of some other action. To figure that out, you need to think
not just about the consequences of the particular action you’re evaluating, but about what the
alternatives are and what consequences each alternative would have.

To see how this kind of reasoning works, look at DRONE STRIKES again. Notice that if we
are going to wage war, we have to choose between various ways of fighting enemy com-
batants. We can use drones; we can use special forces, like the Navy SEALS; or we can
use “regular” soldiers. Those are our alternatives. The consequences of using special forces
or “regular” soldiers are even worse than the consequences of using drones. Thus, if we are
going to wage war, we ought to use drones to do so. When making this argument, Strawser
admits that the really important question is often whether to wage war in the first place;
drone strikes does not address that question.

MEASURING CONSEQUENCES

In DRONE STRIKES we are “‘comparing apples to apples.” That is, the consequences that we
are comparing come in easily measurable, comparable units—namely, civilian lives. Since
killing civilians is a bad thing, it’s easy to see it would be better if there were fewer civilian
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deaths rather than more. In other cases, you might find yourself having to “compare apples
to oranges.” This raises questions about how to measure the goodness or badness of the
consequences of an action.

Consider the following argument about human cloning, adapted from the philosopher
Dan Brock.? (Human cloning involves using one person’s DNA to create a genetic “twin” of
that person. Such twins would be similar to each other but not exactly alike, much as identi-
cal twins are not exactly alike even though they share the same DNA.)

HUMAN CLONING

1. Human cloning would cause psychological harms to the “later twin” (i.e., the person
who is created via cloning).

Human cloning would expose the “later twin” to very serious medical risks.

Human cloning would lessen society’s respect for human life.

Psychological harms and medical risks are bad for people.

Bad things would happen if society’s respect for life were diminished.

*. 6. Human cloning is morally forbidden.

A e

In order to decide whether HUMAN CLONING succeeds in establishing its conclusion, we need
to compare the harms that Brock identifies with the benefits of human cloning. Elsewhere
in his paper, Brock lists several such benefits: Human cloning would provide another way
for infertile couples to have children. It would enable couples in which one partner is a car-
rier for a serious genetic disorder to have children without risk of passing on that partner’s
disorder. Cloning could be used to make a “later twin” who would be a perfect donor for
organs or tissues for transplantation. Cloning would enable people to clone children who
died young.*

Do the bad consequences that Brock lists in HUMAN CLONING outweigh the good con-
sequences listed above? You might find it hard to tell, since it’s unclear exactly how much
weight we should give to, e.g., alleviating infertility as opposed to avoiding psychological
harms. The goodness and badness of these consequences is hard to measure and hard to
compare.

Notice, however, that it is not always impossible to decide which of two unquantifiable
consequences is better. For instance, pain and the destruction of beautiful wilderness are
both bad, but neither is easy to quantify. Furthermore, it’s hard to compare them. (Exactly
how much pain is the destruction of one acre of beautiful forest worth?) But most people
would probably agree that the state of affairs in which you have a mild headache for an hour
is not as bad as the state of affairs in which 100,000 acres of old-growth forest is destroyed
by slash-and-burn agriculture.

In cases like HUMAN CLONING, there is no simple, general procedure for determining
which state of affairs is best. You might find, however, that after careful reflection on the
various good and bad consequences of human cloning, you judge that the bad consequences
outweigh the good or vice versa. If someone disagrees with you on this, there’s usually not
much you can do to convince them otherwise, except perhaps to get them to think more
carefully about the various consequences or to imagine the consequences more vividly. Still,

3Dan Brock, “Cloning Human Beings: An Assessment of the Ethical Issues Pro and Con,” in Clones and Clones: Facts and Fan-
tasies About Human Cloning, eds. Martha C. Nussbaum and Cass R. Sunstein (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1998), 141-64.
“Brock, “Cloning Human Beings,” 155-60.
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JEREMY BENTHAM AND JOHN STUART MILL

The English philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1748—1832) is one of the founding fathers of a moral theory
called utilitarianism, which he attempted to develop into a rigorous method for moral and political
philosophy in his Introduction to Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789). The book offers an
entirely “hedonistic” view of ethics: Bentham believed that pleasure and pain are the only kinds of
consequences that matter in moral reasoning.

His most famous follower, John Stuart Mill (1806—1873), extended the theory of utilitarianism in
various ways, such as by emphasizing the importance of rules and by arguing that while pleasure and
pain are all that matter, some pleasures (e.g., poetry) are of higher quality than others (e.g., children’s
games). Besides writing on utilitarianism, Mill published well-known works in political philosophy,
philosophy of science, philosophy of religion, and other fields.

Bentham and his friends and followers, including Mill, became known as the “philosophical radi-
cals” for advocating such “radical” political reforms as abolishing slavery, extending the right to vote
beyond wealthy men, and giving equal rights to women. Some of their desired reforms were accom-
plished through the Reform Act of 1832, which was passed into British law the day after Bentham died.
Mill continued to fight for social reform for the rest of his life, even serving in the British parliament
between 1865 and 1868.*

* For more on utilitarianism, see Chapter 11, as well as the excerpts from Bentham and Mill in Part V (pp. 171-83).

coming to your own judgment about the matter can still help you settle on your own view
about whether human cloning is morally permissible.

Some philosophers have suggested rather complicated procedures for weighing the good
and bad consequences of an action. To take one well-known example, the eighteenth-century
British philosopher Jeremy Bentham devised what he called a “felicific calculus” (or “happi-
ness calculus”) for just this purpose. According to Bentham’s procedure, you start by identi-
fying everyone who is affected by action. Then you find out whether the action makes them
more or less happy in the short term, how much happier or less happy it makes them in the
short term, whether it leads to future happiness or unhappiness in the long term, how much
future happiness, and so on. After you figure out the short- and long-term effects on each
person’s happiness, you add all those effects together to determine the action’s “net effect”
on the total amount of happiness in the world. That is, to determine which action has the
best consequences, you need to convert all of the consequences into some common unit of
measurement and then add all of those consequences together. This is obviously too difficult
and time-consuming an activity to do before every decision you make, but many governments
today use a procedure analogous to Bentham’s, called “cost-benefit analysis,” before imple-
menting major new programs or policies.

Much of the time you won’t need to use Bentham’s felicific calculus, or any other com-
plicated procedure, to determine which of several choices will have the best consequences.
Sometimes giving the matter some careful thought, asking for advice from people with more
experience, or doing just a bit of research will be enough.




Dealing with Uncertainty

DEALING WITH UNCERTAINTY

Most of the choices that we make in life involve another kind of challenge beyond the dif-
ficulty of comparing and adding up all of the consequences of a particular choice. The extra
challenge is that we often don’t know for sure what the consequences will be.

The key to thinking about actions with unknown consequences is a concept called
expected value. When you have an action that could produce two or more different out-
comes and you know (or can roughly estimate) the probability of each outcome occurring,
you can calculate the expected value as the weighted average of the value of each outcome,
with each value “weighted” by the probability of each outcome occurring. In plain English,
that means that you need to figure out what the possible outcomes of the action could be
(i.e., the “outcomes”); the value of each outcome (e.g., in dollars earned, lives saved, etc.);
and the probability that each outcome will occur. Then you multiply each value by the prob-
ability that it will occur and add those numbers together.

It’s easiest to grasp the idea of expected value by starting with a simple example involv-
ing money. We’ll apply the idea to more morally important decisions later. Suppose that you
have the chance to buy a raffle ticket for $5. Each ticket has a 1 in 100 (or 0.01) probability
of winning a $50 gift certificate to your favorite restaurant. Applying the procedure outlined
in the last paragraph, we see that the two possible outcomes are winning the raffle and losing.
The value of your winning the gift certificate is $45. (That’s $50 for the gift certificate minus
the $5 you spent on the raffle ticket.) The value to you of “losing” the raffle is —$5. (That’s
the cost of buying the ticket.) The probability of your winning is 1 in 100, or 0.01; the prob-
ability that you’ll lose is 99 in 100, or 0.99. To find the weighted average of the values,
we multiply the value of each possible outcome by the probability of its occurring, and then
we add those products together:

EV = $45 *0.01 + (-$5)*0.99
EV =$0.45 — $4.95
EV =-$4.50

Thus, the expected value of the raffle ticket is —$4.50. How do we interpret this number?
Notice that it’s not the amount of money you should expect to lose by buying the ticket.
There is no situation in which you leave exactly $4.50 poorer than before the raffle began;
either you leave $5 poorer or $45 richer. Rather, —$4.50 is the amount that you should expect
to lose, on average, if you participated in this raffle many, many times.

Why is this number important? Given some plausible assumptions about how to compare
two options and setting aside some complications, a choice that yields a higher expected
value is better than a choice that yields a lower expected value. For instance, if buying a raffle
ticket has an expected value of —$4.50, and you’re only concerned about the money, then it’s
better for you to keep your $5.00 than to buy the ticket. If you keep your money, you’ll have
an expected net gain of $0, which is greater than the expected net loss of $4.50 that you’ll
suffer if you buy the ticket. (Again, “expected” is a technical term here. You shouldn’t expect
to lose exactly $4.50 in any single raffle. But the expected value of your net loss is $4.50.)

In many morally important cases, you’ll want to think about expected value in something
other than dollar terms. To see how this works, consider the following argument from the
philosopher Shelly Kagan. Kagan is investigating the common idea that when it comes to
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big social issues, a single individual’s actions don’t matter, morally speaking, because one
person “can’t make a difference.” In particular, Kagan is interested in the claim that even
though animals raised on industrial farms suffer horribly, it’s okay for people to eat them
because no single individual can make a difference in the number of animals that are raised
and slaughtered for food. Here is his argument:

EXPECTED CHICKENS

1. If I buy a (dead, prepackaged) chicken at the grocery store, there is a probability
of 0.04 (or 1 in 25) that my purchase will prompt the store to order another case of
25 chickens from their supplier, who will raise and slaughter 25 more chickens as a
result; and a probability of 0.96 (or 24 in 25) that my purchase will not prompt the
store to order more chickens.’

". 2. The “expected number of chickens” to be raised and slaughtered because of my buying
a chicken is 1.

3. The suffering that a single chicken endures in being raised on an industrial chicken
farm and slaughtered in an industrial slaughterhouse outweighs the pleasure you get
from eating that chicken.

". 4. The state of affairs in which you buy a chicken from the grocery store is worse than the
state of affairs in which you buy a vegetarian alternative.

*. 5. Itis morally forbidden for you to buy a chicken from the grocery store.°

Kagan’s point here is that the number of chickens produced by industrial chicken farmers
depends on the number of chickens ordered by grocery stores, fast food restaurants, etc. The
number of chickens ordered by grocery stores depends on the number of chickens purchased
by customers. If, as Kagan suggests, your purchase of a chicken has a 1 in 25 chance of
causing your grocery store to order another crate of 25 chickens, then the expected number
of chickens killed as a result of your purchase is 1, since 25%(1/25) + 0%(24/25) = 1. Since
premise (4) asserts that the suffering of a single chicken outweighs the pleasure you would
get from eating it, your buying the chicken makes the world a worse place. Therefore, Kagan
concludes, you shouldn’t buy the chicken.

As you can see, calculating and comparing the consequences of various actions is not an
easy task. But since consequences matter in moral reasoning, it is important to do your best
to take them into account. When it really is impossible for you to estimate the consequences
of various actions well enough to know which has the best consequences, there’s nothing
wrong with withholding judgment. In fact, the world might be a much better place if people
refrained from jumping to moral conclusions about cases in which the consequences of our
actions are unclear.

One important role for expected value is in thinking about actions that carry a very small
risk of a very bad outcome. Sometimes people cite such a risk to argue against an action.
This is often not enough to show that the action is morally wrong. The probability of the
bad consequence might be so small that the bad consequence is outweighed by the good

SKagan picks 25 as a reasonable estimate of the number of chickens that come in a case. As a useful exercise in working with
expected values, see whether his argument would still work if each case contained 100 chickens, so that your ordering a chicken
had a 1 in 100 chance of prompting the store to order another case.

Shelly Kagan, “Do I Make a Difference?” Philosophy & Public Affairs 39 (2011): 105-41.
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consequences that are likely to occur. For instance, every time you get in your car, there is
a small probability that you will be killed—a very bad consequence indeed! But the good
consequences of your being able to drive places outweigh the small risk of death. This is why
it’s so important to think about probability and expected value when evaluating an action
based on its possible consequences.

ACTS AND RULES

Sometimes it’s important to think about the consequences of a society or institution having
particular rules, rather than about the consequences of this or that person performing a par-
ticular action. Consider the following argument, adapted from David Hume.’

PROPERTY

1. If everyone felt free to take other people’s possessions whenever they wanted or
needed them, then we would lose many of the advantages of society.
2. It would be disastrous for everybody if we lost many of the advantages of society.
*. 3. It is morally forbidden to take other people’s possessions just because you want or
need them—that is, it is wrong to steal.

It’s easy to imagine cases, such as the case of a man who steals bread to feed his starving
family, in which someone could do more good than harm by stealing. According to property,
however, these cases are beside the point when we’re thinking about the morality of stealing.
What matters is that we all benefit tremendously from having a rule that prohibits people
from stealing whenever they want or need to take someone else’s possession. Because the
consequences of having such a rule are better than the consequences of having a different
rule, argues Hume, it is morally forbidden to break that rule.

Notice, however, that the relevant question is not always, “What would happen if every-
one actually did that?” Often, you’ll need to ask yourself, “What would happen if everyone
were allowed to do that?” There are all kinds of actions such that if everyone did them the
results would be disastrous, but merely allowing everyone to do them does not lead to di-
saster: if everyone chose not to have children, for example, it would literally mean the end
of the human race, but merely allowing each person to remain childless does not lead to
disaster. After all, many people will have children even if they are allowed to remain child-
less. On the other hand, if everyone were allowed to steal whenever they felt like it, many
people would steal frequently, and the consequences would be disastrous. (Imagine a world
in which everyone is constantly afraid that their things would be stolen and in which many
people’s things are stolen. What would such a world be like?) It’s only when considering a
rule that says that everyone must do something or must not do something that you should
ask yourself about the consequences of everyone’s actually doing (or not doing) that thing.

People are sometimes puzzled about how focusing on the morally best rules can lead to
different conclusions than focusing on the morally best acts. Wouldn’t the best rule, they
ask, be the one that tells us to always act so as to bring about the best outcome? It turns out

"David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 111ii.2.
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the answer to that question is no. There are at least two reasons for this. The main reason,
as spelled out by the economist and ethicist John Harsanyi, is that rules create expectations
and incentives, which alter people’s behavior, so that having certain rules in place changes
which choices people confront.® For instance, if one professor allows students to rewrite
plagiarized papers without penalty and another professor automatically fails any student
who plagiarizes a paper, more students will submit plagiarized papers to the first profes-
sor than to the second. Thus, even though each professor would maximize overall happi-
ness in any given instance of plagiarism by allowing the plagiarizing student to rewrite the
paper without penalty, the second professor—the one who never allows this—will face this
choice less often. The “price” of avoiding the additional plagiarism is that students who do
plagiarize suffer a severe penalty. It is at least possible, though, that the overall happiness
achieved by the second professor’s policy is greater than that achieved by the first profes-
sor’s policy, since fewer students will plagiarize their papers in the second professor’s class.
Property rights provide an even more important example, as Hume argues. The use of mili-
tary drones provides yet another important example. One important objection to Strawser’s
DRONE STRIKES argument is that by lowering the chances that Americans would die during
combat, rules allowing the use of drones incentivize the American military to attack more
targets than they otherwise would, leading to more deaths overall than would result if there
were a rule against using drones to kill people. The second reason that the best rule isn’t the
one that just tells you to bring about the best outcome is that people would have a very hard
time putting such a rule into practice. They would spend a lot of time figuring out what to
do and they would often get it wrong. Arguably, then, the best rules—those whose adoption
would have the best consequences—include strict rules against theft, murder, and so on,
even in cases where it might seem like such an action would bring about the best outcome.

TERMINOLOGY TO KNOW

consequentialism deontological constraints utilitarianism
state of affairs slippery slope argument expected value
other things being equal slippery slope fallacy

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Do you think the Parisian police should torture the suspect in the case from the beginning of the
chapter? Why or why not? If the suspect refused to talk, even under torture, would it be permissible
for the police to torture the suspect’s child as a way to get the suspect to talk? Why or why not?

2. Do you think it is possible, at least in principle, to calculate the total costs and benefits of an action?
Why or why not? If not, does that mean it’s impossible to make decisions about what to do based
on the consequences of your actions?

3. Some people object that making decisions based on expected value calculations can underesti-
mate the importance of disasters with very low probabilities. (Do you see why?) To deal with this,
some people suggest a different approach according to which you should look at the worst possible

8John C. Harsanyi, “Rule Utilitarianism and Decision Theory,” Erkenntnis 11 (1977): 25-53.
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outcome from each action and then choose the action whose worst outcome is the least bad. This is
sometimes called a “maximin” approach. Is this better than using expected value? Why or why not?

4. Besides the examples discussed in this chapter, what are some other examples of rules that create
important incentives or expectations? How do those incentives or expectations change people’s
behavior? Do those changes make the world better or worse overall, as compared to not having
such a rule?

CASE STUDIES

See the Note About Case Studies on p. 150 for further instructions.

1. When Justin Combs turned 16, his father, Sean “Diddy” Combs, gave him a car worth $360,000 and
a check for $10,000. Eleven days earlier, a massive earthquake had struck the Caribbean country of
Haiti, killing over 200,000 people, harming millions more, and damaging hundreds of thousands
of buildings. Justin quickly announced that he would donate the $10,000 he received to help relief
efforts in Haiti. Evaluate Justin’s act of donating the $10,000 to earthquake relief. Construct a moral
argument to defend your evaluation, being sure to include at least one normative premise that ap-
peals to the consequences of Justin’s action.

2. The film Inglorious Basterds takes place during World War II. In one of the early scenes, a notori-
ous Nazi, Colonel Hans Landa, arrives at a farmhouse in rural France. The farmer who lives there
is hiding some Jewish neighbors, the Dreyfus family, under his floorboards. Colonel Landa makes
clear that unless the farmer reveals the Dreyfus family’s whereabouts, he will kill the farmer and his
family and then find and kill the Dreyfus family. The farmer reluctantly shows Colonel Landa where
the Dreyfus family is hiding. The Nazis kill them and let the farmer go. Evaluate the farmer’s action
of revealing the Dreyfus family’s whereabouts. Give a moral argument to support your evaluation,
using at least one normative premise involving consequences in your argument.

3. American teenager Abby Sunderland set out from Mexico in January 2010 to try to become the
youngest person to sail around the world alone. Strong winds crippled her boat in the middle of
the Indian Ocean, over 2,000 miles west of Australia. The Australian government and a French
merchant ship coordinated a rescue effort; Abby was returned safely to the United States. The
rescue effort cost somewhere between $200,000 and $300,000. Since international law requires that
nearby ships must rescue sailors in distress at no cost to the distressed sailors, all of those costs will
be borne by Australian and French taxpayers, not by Abby or her family. Evaluate the Australian
government’s action of rescuing her at great expense. Give moral arguments for each of your evalu-
ations, using at least one normative premise involving consequences in each argument. (Hint: You
might reach different conclusions if you evaluate the government’s action on its own than if you
evaluate the international law that required them to save Abby at the taxpayers’ expense.)

4. The main character of the film Slumdog Millionaire, Jamal Malik, grew up very poor in the slums
of Mumbai, India. When he was a boy, he traveled to Agra, India, where the Taj Mahal attracts mil-
lions of visitors every day. While Jamal was standing near a sign advertising tours of the Taj Mahal,
a European couple mistook him for a tour guide and offered him cash to give them a private tour.
Despite knowing almost nothing about the building, Jamal agreed. He showed them around, making
up “facts” about the building and the grounds as he went. Realizing what a gold mine the tourists
were, the boy started a fraudulent tour business, bilking unsuspecting tourists out of their money,
which he shared with other poor children. Evaluate Jamal’s act of giving fraudulent tours of the Taj
Mahal. Give a moral argument to support your evaluation, using at least one normative premise
involving consequences in each argument.
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Reasoning with Virtues and Vices

Moments before winning a historic racing victory in the animated children’s film Cars, Lightning
McQueen comes to a screeching halt at the finish line. He has just realized that long-time
champion Strip “The King” Weathers has suffered a terrible crash and is lying, battered, near the
race track. As his rival Chick Hicks speeds past him to win the coveted Piston Cup, McQueen
backs up to push The King across the finish line, explaining that “The King should finish his last
race.” The crowd goes wild, showering McQueen with attention and ignoring Hicks.'

What makes McQueen’s actions so admirable? It’s not that he had any obligation to help
The King. It’s not just that his actions have the good consequence of making everyone feel
better about The King’s last race. It’s that McQueen’s actions demonstrate an impressive
degree of compassion. He gives up the Piston Cup, which he’s dreamed about his entire life,
in order to help someone else in a time of great need. His action also demonstrates significant
wisdom, as he recognizes that in the grand scheme of things, the Piston Cup is not that impor-
tant. In short, McQueen’s actions demonstrate morally admirable character traits—the kind of
character traits that make someone an excellent person. Philosophers call such traits virtues.

By contrast, McQueen’s rival demonstrates morally deplorable character traits: He cru-
elly caused The King’s crash to avoid finishing behind him yet again. He selfishly exploited
McQueen’s compassion to win the race himself. Afterward, he thoughtlessly demanded that
everyone celebrate his victory rather than McQueen’s sacrifice. These traits—cruelty, self-
ishness, thoughtlessness—are the kind of character traits that makes someone a bad person.
Philosophers call such undesirable traits vices.

Virtues and vices provide yet another important way to reason about what to do. In their
simplest forms, virtue- or vice-based arguments rely on normative premises like “You should
act compassionately” or “You should not act cruelly.” More generally, the fact that a par-
ticular action would demonstrate one or more virtues is a reason to do it, and the fact that an
action would demonstrate one or more vices is a reason not to do it.

VIRTUES, DEONTOLOGY, AND AXIOLOGY

Since reasoning with virtues and vices is, in some ways, very different from reasoning in
terms of obligations and consequences, it can sometimes be hard to square virtue- or vice-
based reasoning with the conclusions of obligation- or consequence-based reasoning. Recall

1John Lasseter and Joe Ranft, Cars (Emeryville, CA: Pixar, 2006).
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that in Chapter 2 we distinguished two kinds of moral claims: deontic claims are claims
about whether an action is right or wrong—or, more specifically, whether it is morally
obligatory, supererogatory, merely permissible, or morally forbidden; axiological claims are
about whether something is good or bad. Many philosophers who think in terms of virtues
and vices try to avoid deontic claims. They tend to more comfortable with claims about
which actions or people are good or bad than with claims about what is morally obligatory
or morally wrong. But sometimes, at least, it is possible to reach deontic conclusions from
premises about virtues or vices. For the sake of understanding how reasoning in terms of
virtues and vices relates to other kinds of moral reasoning, it’s worth thinking about how to
do this.

The most straightforward kind of reasoning here involves arguing that an action is mor-
ally wrong because it demonstrates a serious vice. Consider, for instance, the following argu-
ment, adapted from philosopher Rosalind Hursthouse’s virtue-based analysis of the ethics
of abortion.?

SHALLOW ABORTION

1. Aborting a pregnancy just so that one can carry on “having a good time” is shallow
and immature.

2. One should not act shallowly, especially with respect to something as important as the
creation of a human life.

3. One should not act immaturely, especially with respect to something as important as
the creation of a human life.

.. 4. Tt is morally wrong to abort a pregnancy just so that one can carry on “having a good

time.”

Notice that this argument focuses on a very specific type of action—namely, getting an abor-
tion just for the sake of continuing “having a good time,” rather than on abortions in general.
The argument doesn’t imply that it’s always shallow or immature to get an abortion or that
abortion is always wrong. Instead, the argument focuses on performing a particular action
for a particular reason. This is very common in arguments about virtues or vices, since an
action done for one reason can reflect a very different set of character traits than the same
action done for a different reason. Nor does SHALLOW ABORTION say that it is always morally
forbidden to act shallowly or immaturely. Instead, the second and third premise emphasize
that being shallow and immature is especially bad in this context because it involves some-
thing very serious—namely, the creation of a human life.

If you want to use virtues or vices to show that an action is obligatory, the easiest thing to
do is to show that failing to perform that action would demonstrate some serious vice. For
example, in the film Saving Private Ryan, a heavily armed American soldier fails to inter-
vene as an enemy soldier kills another American soldier with a knife. If you wanted to show
that the heavily armed soldier was morally obligated to save his compatriot, you could argue
that failing to do so in those circumstances was cowardly.

But in many cases, virtue-based arguments will not lead to conclusions about what is
forbidden or obligatory. Consider, for instance, the case of the African American high school
and college students who protested segregation by sitting at “whites-only” lunch counters

2Rosalind Hursthouse, “Virtue Ethics and Abortion,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 20 (1991): 223-46.
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THICK ETHICALTERMS

Claims about virtues and vices blur the line between normative claims and descriptive claims. Recall
from Chapter 2 that a normative claim is about how the world ought to be or about what is good
or bad, whereas a descriptive claim is about how the world is, not how it ought to be or whether it
is good or bad. Words like brave or cruel, however, both describe an action (or a person) and say
something about whether the action (or person) is good or bad. To say that someone acted bravely,
for instance, is to say that the person has faced danger, which is a non-normative, descriptive claim,
and to praise the way they faced danger as good or right, which is a normative claim. Moral philoso-
phers have a special name for words that are both descriptive and normative—they call them thick
ethical terms. By contrast, thin ethical terms like good and wrong are purely normative. You can
use them to make a normative claim about someone’s action without saying anything non-normative
about them.

Because virtue and vice terms are thick terms, premises that say that a particular action demonstrates
some virtue or vice are normative claims. Therefore, you don’t necessarily need an additional normative
premise in arguments that use virtue- and vice-based reasoning.

throughout the South in 1960. These students faced intimidation and arrest. Writing about
these students in his famous “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” Martin Luther King Jr. rea-
soned roughly as follows:

BRAVE DEMONSTRATORS

1. The students who voluntarily faced arrest and imprisonment for sitting at “whites
only” lunch counters acted bravely.
2. One should act bravely.
.. 3. The students’ actions were morally good.?

VIRTUE ETHICS

Some philosophers think that we should understand morality primarily in terms of virtues and vices.
The moral theory that focuses on virtues and vices is called virtue ethics. It is one of the three theories
of ethics that receives the most attention in contemporary Western philosophy, along with deontology
and consequentialism, and it also features prominently in Chinese philosophy. In contrast to the other
main theories, virtue ethics places at least as much emphasis on being the right kind of person—that
is, a virtuous person—as it does on doing the right thing. We explore virtue ethics in more detail in
Chapter 11.

3Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” April 16, 1963, https:/kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/
documents/letter-birmingham-jail
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While King clearly admires and praises the students’ protests, it is not clear that he wants to
say that their actions were morally obligatory. That is, it’s not clear that he thinks those who
failed to protest segregation in this way were acting cowardly or doing something wrong.
Perhaps if forced to express his ideas in terms of a deontic claim, he would have said that the
students’ actions were supererogatory—that is, admirable, but not obligatory.

IDENTIFYING VIRTUES AND VICES

Which character traits, exactly, are virtues? Which are vices? Different philosophers have
offered different lists of virtues, but the lists tend to overlap significantly. Table 5.1 lists
the virtues identified by three major historical philosophers—the ancient Greek philosopher
Aristotle, the ancient Chinese philosopher Mencius, and the medieval Catholic philosopher
Thomas Aquinas—as well as a list provided by contemporary philosopher Mark Alfano.*
These lists are not necessarily complete or definitive, and you may disagree with some of
the suggestions. Notice, however, that the lists overlap significantly, even though each of the
four philosophers comes from a very different time and place.

You could easily come up with a list of vices by taking the lists of virtues in Table 5.1 and
writing down the opposite of each trait. For instance, the opposite of courage is cowardice,
the opposite of benevolence is malevolence (wishing others ill), the opposite of wisdom is
foolishness, and the opposite of altruism is selfishness. But Aristotle argued that each virtue
actually has two vices associated with it, one of which involves a deficiency or lack of the
related virtue and the other of which involves an excess of the related virtue. Courage, for
instance, is the virtue of facing danger in the right way, at the right time, and for the right
reason. Cowardice is a lack of courage; it is an unwillingness to face danger when you
should. But it is also possible to be too willing to face danger (e.g., by seeking it out unneces-
sarily or facing too much danger to protect things that are not worth the risk). That excessive
willingness to face danger is called recklessness. Each virtue, then, is sometimes said to be
a golden mean between two vices, striking just the right balance between a deficiency of
some trait and an excess of it.

To better understand this idea, imagine that you and your roommate are throwing a party.
One of your roommate’s friends, whom you have never met, is the first to arrive. You wel-
come the friend into your home with a polite, “It’s nice to meet you.” The friend replies, “I
wish I could say the same. Based on what I’ve heard, I think you’re an awful person. And
now I see that you’re also ugly and have terrible taste in clothes. Really, I'm just here for the
free food.” Presumably, you wouldn’t admire the friend for his honesty. In fact, you might
think he’s being a bit foo forthcoming with the truth—that he should have kept some of that
information to himself. And that is the key to the idea of the golden mean. Even virtues like

“These lists come from Martha C. Nussbaum, “Non-Relative Virtues: An Aristotelian Approach,” Midwest Studies in Philosophy
13 (1988): 32-53; Mencius, Mengzi: With Selections from Traditional Commentaries, trans. Bryan van Norden (Indianapolis, IN:
Hackett Publishing, 2008); Ralph McInerny & John O’Callaghan, “Saint Thomas Aquinas,” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Phi-
losophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Spring 2015 edition), http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/aquinas; and Mark Alfano,
Character as Moral Fiction (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 65.
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Table 5.1. Lists of Virtues and Vices from Various Philosophers

Aristotle Mencius Aquinas Alfano
courage benevolence prudence altruism greatness of soul
moderation righteousness justice beauty honesty
justice propriety temperance benevolence hope
generosity wisdom courage charity humanity
hospitality faith chastity humility
greatness of soul hope cleanliness industry
mildness of temper charity compassion justice
truthfulness consideration magnanimity
grace contentment mercy
friendliness cooperativeness modesty
good judgment courage obedience
intellectual virtue courteousness patience
practical wisdom dignity piety
empathy prudence
endurance reverence
fairness severity
faith sincerity
fidelity tact
filial piety temperance
friendliness tenacity
frugalness trustfulness
generosity trustworthiness
gravitas valor
ARISTOTLE

Another giant of Western intellectual history, the ancient Greek thinker Aristotle (384—322 BCE),
wrote about philosophy, physics, biology, poetry, politics, and much more. He was a student of the
great Athenian philosopher Plato, who was himself a student of the great philosopher Socrates. These
three figures are often regarded as the most important philosophers of the ancient Western world.
Like his teacher’s, Aristotle’s philosophical works continue to influence Western philosophy today.
In addition, Aristotle’s views on physical science played an important role in medieval Islamic and
Catholic thought.
In moral philosophy, Aristotle is best known for his systematic account of virtue ethics.*

* For the details of Aristotle’s ethical thought, see the excerpts from his Nicomachean Ethics in Part V of this book
(pp. 184-93).




Table 5.2. Vices Associated with Selected Virtues

Using Virtues and Vices to Evaluate Actions

Deficiency Virtue Excess

cowardice courage recklessness
meekness mildness of temper irascibility
impropriety propriety rigidity

gluttony temperance abstemiousness
miserliness generosity excessive liberality
suspiciousness trustfulness gullibility

honesty lie between two extremes. It is a middle way between dishonesty—the deficiency of
not telling the truth enough—and what we might call bluntness or excessive truthfulness—
the excess of telling the (whole) truth when doing so is cruel, dangerous, rude, or otherwise
inappropriate. Honesty, by contrast, means knowing when to tell the (whole) truth and when
to keep your thoughts to yourself.

With this in mind, we can do more than just identify the opposites of each virtue.
Table 5.2 provides a list of vices corresponding to some of the virtues listed in Table 5.1.

The virtues and vices in these two lists provide a starting point for thinking about which
character traits to use in your moral reasoning. If you think there are other character traits
that count as virtues or vices, however, you should feel free to use those in your reasoning,
too. In some cases—such as one of the examples in the next section—there might not be a
ready-made name for a particular character trait. In those cases, you’ll have to supply your
own name for the trait.

USING VIRTUES AND VICESTO EVALUATE ACTIONS

Sometimes we use moral reasoning to evaluate what someone has already done. You can use
virtue- or vice-based reasoning to evaluate someone’s action by asking yourself which charac-
ter trait(s) the person exhibited through his or her actions. Did she act bravely? Or recklessly?
Was her action generous or selfish? And so on. When you think about these questions, how-
ever, it’s important to remember that acting virtuously (or viciously) isn’t just about doing what
the virtuous (or vicious) person does. It’s also about having the right (or wrong) motivations.
Consider, for example, the actions of Miracle Max in the film The Princess Bride. At one
point in the film, the film’s hero, Wesley, is on death’s door. Two of his friends bring him to
Miracle Max, hoping that the old man can revive him. They cannot afford to pay Max his
usual fee, but they explain that Wesley needs to live in order to save his true love. Max is
unmoved by this justification. But when he learns that reviving Wesley will cause great suf-
fering and humiliation for a man that Max hates, Max gleefully agrees to help. By reviving
Wesley, Max is doing the same thing that a generous and compassionate person would do,
but he is not acting generously or compassionately. Acting generously or compassionately
requires acting for the sake of helping someone; Max is acting for the sake of vengeance.’

SRob Reiner, The Princess Bride (Burbank, CA: 20th Century Fox, 1987).
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A more detailed example illustrates how to incorporate motivation into one’s moral
reasoning: Consider the act of running or working for a for-profit business. Although
there are certainly many virtues involved in for-profit business, such as industriousness,
conscientiousness, and honesty, many people don’t think of working for a for-profit business
as a virtuous thing in itself. Philosopher Jason Brennan, however, argues that for-profit work
can be an important way of being virtuous, provided that it is done for the right reasons:

PROFIT FOR PROSPERITY

1. It is morally good to act out of civic virtue, which means acting in ways that promote
the common good for the sake of promoting the common good.

2. Promoting conditions in which people are happier, live longer, and have more oppor-
tunity is a way of promoting the common good.

3. Running or working for a for-profit business can, in the right context, promote condi-
tions in which people are happier, live longer, and have more opportunity.

". 4 Running or working for a for-profit business, in the right context and for the sake of

promoting the common good, is morally good.°

The key normative premise in PROFIT FOR PROSPERITY is about a kind of virtue called civic
virtue, which is usually understood, roughly, as a character trait that involves desiring to
promote the common good. In PROFIT FOR PROSPERITY, Brennan takes “the common good”
to include conditions in which people can satisfy more of their desires, live longer, and have
the opportunity to do things like get an education, choose the kind of work they want to do,
pursue their own goals, and so on. Premise (3) asserts that, given a properly structured and
regulated market economy, working in a for-profit business can help achieve those things,
both directly by providing things that satisfy people’s desires, make them healthier, etc., and
indirectly by contributing to long-run economic growth. So, Brennan concludes, running or
working for a for-profit business is a way of exercising civic virtue, provided that it is done
primarily for the sake of promoting the common good. (This isn’t to say that people with
civic virtue can’t also have other motivations, such as a desire for money, just that those
motivations cannot be the most important ones.) By contrast, someone who works for a for-
profit business solely to make money, with little or no concern for the common good, is not
exercising civic virtue by working for that business.

The general lesson to draw from Brennan’s argument is that when we evaluate someone’s
action in terms of virtues and vices, we need to think not just about what they are doing but
also about why they are doing it. The same action can count as virtuous when done from one
motive but not when done from another.

On the other hand, it is possible to act from the right motivations but fail to act virtuously:
acting virtuously requires not just acting for the right reason, but doing the right thing for the
right reason. Take, for instance, the virtue of caring—that is, of being the kind of person who
cares for other people, as a parent cares for a child or friends care for one another. Caring
for others is not just a matter of feeling sympathy for them; it also requires listening to what
they have to say, responding to their words and feelings appropriately, helping them fulfill
their needs when appropriate, and so on.

Looking beyond the typical cases of care between family members or friends, consider
the response by McDonald’s executives to a mass shooting in a McDonald’s in San Ysidro,

6Jason Brennan, “For-Profit Business as Civic Virtue,” Journal of Business Ethics 106 (2012): 313-24.
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CARING IN WESTERN, CHINESE, AND AFRICAN ETHICS

Some philosophers think that the best way to understand morality is to focus on caring and caring re-
lationships. In contemporary Western philosophy, this view of morality is most commonly associated
with feminist philosophy and is known as the ethics of care. Some care ethicists regard their view as a
version of virtue ethics in which caring is the fundamental virtue. Others think of the ethics of care as
an alternative theory of morality, distinct from the “big three” theories of consequentialism, deontol-
ogy, and virtue ethics. We consider the ethics of care in more detail in Chapter 12, along with much
older Chinese and African theories of morality that also give a prominent role to the virtue of caring and
caring relationships.

California, in 1984. The shooting injured forty people, twenty-one of them fatally. When he
learned of the massacre, McDonald’s Executive Vice President Don Horwitz told his fellow
executives that they should “do what’s right for the survivors and families of the victims,
and worry about lawsuits later.” At great expense to the company, the executives suspended
advertising across the country, paid the victims’ hospital bills, helped families make funeral
arrangements, paid to fly victims’ relatives to be with their families, and even attended the
funerals of eleven of the victims. They permanently closed the restaurant where the shooting
occurred and solicited the local community’s input about what to do with the building and
the impromptu memorials that had been placed there. As business ethicist Sheldene Simola
argues, the executives’ actions successfully demonstrated the virtue of caring:

EXECUTIVE CARING

1. The McDonald’s executives were motivated by a desire to attend to the needs of the
victims and their families.
2. The executives listened to the victims and their families to identify their needs and wants.
3. The executives responded appropriately in fulfilling the victims’ needs, often at great
expense to their company.
". 4. The executives successfully demonstrated the virtue of caring in their response to the
shooting in San Ysidro.”

There are many things that the executives could have done, even out of a sincere desire to
help the victims, that would have failed to demonstrate the virtue of caring. Suppose, for in-
stance, that the executives had offered to send all of the victims’ families on an all-expenses
paid trip to Disneyland in a sincere but inept attempt to cheer them up. The victims would
likely have regarded this is an insensitive gesture that failed to recognize the depth of their
grief and suffering. That way of responding to the victims’ needs would therefore fail to
demonstrate the virtue of caring.

The ability to recognize the appropriate way to act on a particular motivation is often
called practical wisdom. It plays a central role in evaluating actions in terms of virtue and
vice, as well as in using virtues and vices to think about what to do.

7Sheldene Simola, “Ethics and Justice and Ethics of Care in Crisis Management,” Journal of Business Ethics 46 (2003): 351-61.
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USING VIRTUES AND VICESTO DECIDEWHATTO DO

In addition to using moral reasoning to evaluate something that someone has already done,
we frequently use moral reasoning to decide what to do. You can use virtue- or vice-based
reasoning to decide what you (or someone else) ought to do by reviewing the various options
and asking yourself which of them would exhibit virtues and which would exhibit vices.
Alternatively, you might start with a particular virtue, such as bravery or honesty, and ask
yourself what would be the brave or honest thing to do in a particular situation.

When you do this, it’s important to remember that having a particular virtue—say, bravery—
involves more than just acting bravely. It even goes beyond having the right motivation,
which we discussed in the last section. Not only does the brave person act bravely out of a
desire to be brave, she values bravery and disapproves of both cowardice and recklessness.
This affects her attitude toward people and actions that are cowardly or reckless. It leads her
to feel pleased when people do brave things and even more pleased when they are rewarded
for it. It leads her to want to promote bravery and discourage cowardice in other people, and
so on. Because virtues require having many different kinds of attitudes and tendencies, moral
philosophers say that virtues are multi-track dispositions.

To see how this complex set of attitudes plays a role in moral reasoning, consider the fol-
lowing argument from law professor R. Michael Cassidy. Cassidy is considering what pros-
ecutors ought to do when trying to reach a plea bargain with someone accused of a crime.
(A plea bargain involves a defendant agreeing to plead guilty to some crime in return for
some benefit, such as a lighter sentence. As a condition of the plea bargain, prosecutors
sometimes require the defendant to testify against other criminals, too.)

HONEST PROSECUTORS

1. It would be dishonest to let a defendant plead guilty to a crime that seriously misrepre-
sents the defendant’s actions (e.g., by making it seem like the defendant did something
much less serious than he or she actually did).

2. It would be dishonest to try to intimidate or coerce the defendant into telling the court
whatever the prosecutor wants the defendant to say (e.g., by pressuring the defendant
to exaggerate the other defendants’ crimes).

3. Since defendants who are testifying against others may have incentives to lie, the
honest thing to do is to structure a plea bargain so as to reduce their incentives to lie
(e.g., by explicitly stating that the plea bargain is null and void if the defendant lies on
the witness stand).

4. One should act honestly.

". 5. Prosecutors should structure plea bargains so that (a) the defendant will not be charged
with a crime that seriously misrepresents the actual offense; (b) the defendant is not
compelled to offer a distorted version of events to the court; and (c) the defendant has
incentives to be honest in his or her testimony.?

If you think of honesty simply as the tendency to tell the truth, you might have focused only

on the first premise of HONEST PROSECUTORS. That is, you might have been concerned only

8R. Michael Cassidy, “Character and Context: What Virtue Theory Can Teach Us About a Prosecutor’s Ethical Duty to ‘Seek
Justice’,” Notre Dame Law Review 82 (2013): 635-98.
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with what the prosecutors themselves are telling the court (and the public) about what the
defendant did. But since being honest also means valuing honesty in other ways, being an
honest prosecutor involves more than that. Premises (2) and (3) of HONEST PROSECUTORS re-
flects the fact that honest prosecutors would want the defendant to tell the truth on the stand,
even if that makes it harder for the prosecutors to convict other criminals. Because they
disapprove of dishonesty and of people who get what they want by being dishonest, truly
honest prosecutors would not want to convict those other criminals by being dishonest or by
getting someone else to be dishonest.

This illustrates the more general point that when you are thinking about what it is means
to demonstrate a particular virtue, you should not focus exclusively on the most obvious
ways of acting in accordance with that virtue. Truly exhibiting a particular virtue requires
acting on a complex set of attitudes that affect a wide range of choices and actions.

TERMINOLOGY TO KNOW

virtue thin ethical terms practical wisdom

vice virtue ethics multi-track disposition
thick ethical terms golden mean

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Think of a person whom you really admire. Which of that person’s character traits do you admire?
Does the person have any character traits that you would count as vices?

2. Review the lists of virtues in Table 5.1. Are there any character traits on that list that you would not
count as virtues? Are there any character traits that you would count as virtues but that don’t appear
on any of the lists?

3. Describe a time when you or someone you know acted out of a morally admirable motivation but
ended up failing to achieve what you set out to do. Was your failure the result of bad luck, a failure
of practical wisdom, or both?

4. Pick one of the virtues from Mark Alfano’s list in Table 5.1. Describe a real or hypothetical situation
in which that virtue would express itself as a multi-track disposition, as the virtue of honesty does in
the example about plea bargains. What kinds of actions would someone who has the virtue perform
(or refuse to perform) in that situation?

CASE STUDIES

See the Note About Case Studies on p. 150 for further instructions.

1. Wesley Autrey was standing on a New York subway platform when a stranger next to him had a
seizure. Autrey and two other bystanders helped him through the seizure, but as the stranger stood
up, he fell onto the tracks. Autrey leapt down onto the tracks, leaving his two young daughters with
the two bystanders. He had intended to lift the stranger back onto the platform, but when he real-
ized that a train was barreling into the station, Autrey pushed the stranger into the shallow drainage
trench between the tracks and threw himself on top of him. Both men survived, though the train
passed so closely over Autrey that it left grease on his hat. Afterward, Autrey explained that he
had simply done what he thought was right when he saw someone who needed his help. Evaluate
Autrey’s act of saving the stranger by holding him down in the drainage trench. Construct a moral
argument to support your evaluation, using at least one normative premise about virtues or vices.
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2. Coyotes have recently become much more common in the suburbs of New York City. In the tiny

town of Hawthorne, about an hour’s drive north of Manhattan, a woman noticed a coyote hanging
around her house. She felt sorry for the animal because it was all alone, so she started leaving food
outside for it. This worried the other residents of Hawthorne, since the woman lived directly across
from an elementary school. Although the animal never harmed anyone, the residents eventually had
the animal trapped. News reports are unclear about whether the coyote was euthanized or merely
relocated. Evaluate the woman’s action of feeding the coyote that was hanging around her house.
Construct a moral argument to support your evaluation, using at least one normative premise about
virtues or vices.

. During more than a decade as a member of the executive committee of FIFA, the governing body

for international soccer, American Chuck Blazer raked in millions of dollars in bribes and other il-
legal income. When American law enforcement caught on and threatened to put him in jail for the
rest of his life, Blazer struck a deal. Not only would he plead guilty to various offenses, he would go
undercover at FIFA to secretly record meetings and collect information about other illegal activities,
such as accepting bribes in connection with the selection of host countries for the World Cup. Blazer
secretly funneled information about these criminal activities to the American authorities for nearly
two years, eventually enabling them to charge over a dozen other FIFA officials with various crimes.
Evaluate Blazer’s action of secretly collecting information about his colleagues’ crimes in order to
reduce his own prison sentence. Construct a moral argument to support your evaluation, using at
least one normative premise about virtues or vices.

. World War II was still raging when 18-year-old Hiroo Onoda joined the Japanese army. The army

sent Onoda to Lubang Island in the Philippines. A few months later, Japan’s enemies captured the
island. Only Onoda and three other Japanese soldiers escaped into the hills, where they decided to
carry on the war effort using guerrilla tactics. A few months after that, the war ended. Onoda and his
men, however, had no way of knowing this. When they found leaflets announcing the end of the war,
the men thought they were fake. They continued their guerrilla war campaign, killing several people
and destroying property over the years. Only in 1974, nearly three decades after the war ended, did
Onoda leave his post—and then only when Japan sent his former commanding officer to order him
to surrender. Evaluate Onoda’s action of continuing to wage guerrilla war for nearly three decades
after World War II ended. Construct a moral argument to support your evaluation, using at least one
normative premise about virtues or vices.



6 JReasoning with Principles
and Counterexamples

When couples (or single women) undergo in vitro fertilization, doctors create multiple em-
bryos, only some of which are implanted in the woman’s womb. It is already possible to
screen each embryo for some genetic diseases, such as cystic fibrosis and Tay-Sachs disease.
If doctors identify such a disease in one of the embryos, they will implant one of the others.
Suppose that it were also possible to screen the embryos for genes that affected traits like
intelligence or attractiveness. Would it be morally permissible for would-be parents to select
the embryo that has a greater genetic predisposition to be brilliant and beautiful?

The bioethicist Julian Savulescu argues that not only would it be permissible, it would
actually be morally obligatory:

GENETIC SCREENING

1. Would-be parents are morally obligated to select the child, from among those children
they could have, who is expected to have the best life, based on the information avail-
able to the parents at the time.

2. When undergoing in vitro fertilization, selecting the embryo that has the most favor-
able genes leads to having the child who is expected to have the best life, relative to
other possible children the would-be parent(s) could have.

. 3. When undergoing in vitro fertilization, would-be parents are morally obligated to
select the embryo that has the most favorable genes.!

The normative premise in GENETIC SCREENING says that would-be parents have a certain
kind of obligation: to choose the “best” child from among the possible children they could
have. Savulescu calls this premise the “principle of procreative beneficence.” This principle
is certainly not going to appear on any list of general obligations, such as those that we dis-
cussed in Chapter 4. Perhaps one could argue that it follows from the general obligation to
promote good outcomes, or from a special parental obligation to do what it best for one’s
child, or even, perhaps, from the universal obligation to treat persons with respect. Different
people can accept the principle of procreative beneficence without agreeing on exactly why
would-be parents have an obligation to choose the “best” child.

1Julian Savulescu, “Procreative Beneficence: Why We Should Select the Best Children,” Bioethics 15 (2001): 413-26. For the
record, Savulescu thinks that even though parents morally ought to choose the “best” embryo, they should not be legally required
or otherwise coerced into doing so.
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A lot of moral reasoning, both in everyday life and in philosophical argument, involves
moral principles of this kind—that is, principles that are more specific than the kinds we
have considered in previous chapters but still broad enough to apply to a wide range of
cases. In this chapter we will explore how to reason both with and about these sorts of
principles—that is, how to use them in moral reasoning and how to reason about which
principles to accept.

INTERMEDIATE MORAL PRINCIPLES

In previous chapters we explored moral arguments that rely on very general claims about
obligations, appeals to the good or bad consequences of an action, or appeals to virtues or
vices. These claims can be very vague, directing us to do things like “treat persons with re-
spect” or “choose better consequences over worse consequences’” or “act honestly.” In many
cases, we can apply those vague instructions directly to a particular action. In other cases,
however, we need guidance from more specific moral principles. These intermediate moral
principles are principles that help us apply more general moral principles to particular cases,
especially when two or more general principles conflict; make claims about which kinds of
actions are morally better than which other kinds of actions; specify which kinds of conse-
quences matter, morally speaking; and so on. The idea of an intermediate moral principle is
vague because it is something of a catch-all category: It can include any moral principle that
doesn’t fall into one of the more general categories of normative premises discussed in other
chapters of this book.

Rather than try to offer a precise definition of “intermediate moral principles,” it might
be more helpful to give some examples. As a simple example, think of a situation where
telling someone the truth would be unnecessarily harmful or hurtful. In that kind of case, we
might wonder whether to tell an outright lie or simply to tell a misleading truth. Many people
accept the intermediate moral principle that it is better to deliberately mislead someone
(e.g., with a misleading truth) than to lie to them.?

When it comes to weightier cases involving, say, the obligation not to harm others, we
sometimes need guidance in thinking about what kind of harms matter, morally speaking.
Sometimes we even need guidance on seemingly straightforward issues, such as when kill-
ing someone counts as doing harm. For instance, when terminally ill patients are very close
to death and are in great pain, doctors will sometimes ease their pain by administering large
doses of powerful painkillers, even though they know that a large dose will hasten the pa-
tient’s death. Does that count as killing the patient? If so, is it really harming the patient,
since it reduces their suffering in their final hours?

To answer the second question, we might consider an intermediate moral principle sug-
gested by philosopher Don Marquis. According to Marquis, someone’s death harms that
person when it deprives that person of a future of value; furthermore, this is one of the
greatest harms that a person can suffer. So, given that it is generally wrong to harm others—
and especially to inflict serious harm on them—Xkilling someone is wrong when it deprives

2For a discussion of this principle, see Jennifer Saul, “Just Go Ahead and Lie.” Analysis 72 (2012): 3-9.
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that person of a future of value, except perhaps in extenuating circumstances (such as self-
defense).? Using this principle, we get the “right answer” in a lot of important, uncontrover-
sial cases: The principle implies that it is normally wrong to kill an adult human or a child
or an infant. It implies that when someone is dying of cancer or some other disease, that is a
bad thing for the person who is going to die, as opposed to just for their loved ones who will
be left behind. It implies that it is probably wrong to kill certain kinds of animals, such as
chimpanzees, but not others, such as fruit flies.
Marquis uses this intermediate principle in his own moral reasoning, as follows:

FUTURE OF VALUE

1. An abortion kills a fetus.
2. A fetus has a future of value.
3. It is usually morally forbidden to kill someone (or something) when he or she (or it)
has a future of value.
.. 4. Itis usually morally forbidden to abort a pregnancy.

By using the intermediate moral principle in premise (3), rather than the more general moral
principle that it is wrong to harm others, Marquis avoids many of the confusions that arise in
trying to apply that more general principle.

To see another intermediate principle in action, let’s return to the case of the doctors ad-
ministering a large dose of painkillers to a terminally ill patient. To think about such cases,
some ethicists turn to a famous principle known as the doctrine of double effect. The idea
behind the doctrine of double effect is that most of our actions have two (or more) effects,
only some of which we are specifically trying to bring about, and that when some of those
effects are bad, it matters, morally, which of the effects we are trying to bring about. More
specifically, the doctrine says that, under certain conditions, it is morally permissible to bring
about a bad effect as a side effect of your action, even if it would be morally forbidden to
bring about that bad effect as the intended consequence of your action (or as a direct means
to that intended consequence). In the case of the doctors, for instance, some ethicists argue
that even though it would be wrong to administer painkillers in order to bring about the pa-
tient’s death, it is permissible to administer painkillers to ease the patient’s pain, even when
the doctors know that the side effect of the painkillers will be to hasten the patient’s death.

Turning to a different example, intermediate moral principles are often helpful when
more general obligations conflict. Consider, for instance, parents’ obligation to promote their
children’s interests and everyone’s obligation not to harm others or be unfair to others. These
obligations conflict when parents can do things for their children that give them impor-
tant advantages over other children, such as sending them to expensive college preparatory
schools, hiring private tutors or coaches, and so on. On the one hand, these things benefit the
child in question by, for example, increasing their chances of getting into a highly selective
university or a highly competitive profession. On the other hand, they make it harder for
other children to get into those universities and professions. This harms those other children,
and, since it especially affects children whose parents cannot afford expensive schooling or
tutors, it promotes unfairness.

*Don Marquis, “Why Abortion Is Immoral,” Journal of Philosophy 86 (1989): 183-202; reprinted in Part V of this book
(pp- 320-31).
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To resolve this conflict, philosophers Harry Brighouse and Adam Swift suggest the fol-
lowing intermediate moral principle: parents are permitted to confer special advantages on
their children only when those advantages result from activities that are important for devel-
oping healthy parent—child relationships. A simple example involves parents reading bed-
time stories to their children. This gives a child various advantages over other children whose
parents didn’t read bedtime stories to them, but it is also just the kind of nurturing activity
that helps develop a strong emotional bond between a parent and a child. Because reading
bedtime stories promotes the parent—child bond, Brighouse and Swift’s principle entails that
parents are morally permitted to read bedtime stories to their children, even though doing
so gives their children some competitive advantage over the children of parents who don’t
read them bedtime stories. By contrast, parents can develop a healthy relationship with their
children without sending them to an elite preparatory school. Since sending children to such
a school confers a significant advantage on the children, Brighouse and Swift’s principle
entails that it is wrong for parents to do so.*

This last example raises an important point about the evaluation of intermediate moral
principles. There’s something a little odd about saying that parents “are morally permitted to
read bedtime stories to their children.” Of course parents are morally permitted to read bed-
time stories to their children! That seems so obvious as to be not worth pointing out, much
less arguing for. Indeed, we would be very suspicious of any intermediate moral principle
that implied that parents were forbidden from reading bedtime stories to their children. The
existence of such clear-cut cases provides a method for testing intermediate moral principles,
which we explore in the next section.

USING COUNTEREXAMPLES AND THOUGHT EXPERIMENTS

One common technique for evaluating an intermediate moral principle—or any principle,
for that matter—is by looking for counterexamples. A counterexample is a real or imagi-
nary case in which the principle seems to “get the wrong answer.” If you can come up with
a counterexample to an intermediate moral principle, you have provided a reason—maybe a
decisive reason—to reject or modify the principle. (We’ll look at ways to respond to coun-
terexamples in the next section.)

To see how this works, consider the well-known principle “an eye for an eye.” There are
various ways of expressing this principle, but they generally amount to something like the
following:

EYE FOR AN EYE

When one person wrongs another, the wrongdoer should suffer a punishment that is
similar in degree and kind to the wrong he or she inflicted on the victim.

People often appeal to EYE FOR AN EYE to justify the death penalty. The thought is that when

one person murders another, the only fitting punishment is for the murderer to die. The

“Harry Brighouse and Adam Swift, Family Values: The Ethics of Parent-Child Relationships (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2014), 124ff.
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philosopher Stephen Nathanson, however, points out that, based on EYE FOR AN EYE, we
ought to “rape rapists, torture torturers, and burn arsonists whose acts have led to deaths.”
But it is clearly morally forbidden, Nathanson suggests, for the government—or anyone
else, for that matter—to do those things to anyone. So, those cases are counterexamples to
EYE FOR AN EYE.

Sometimes you’ll want to give a fairly detailed counterexample. One way to do this is
to look for good examples in fiction, history, or scripture—especially examples with which
your audience is already familiar. For instance, the ancient Chinese philosopher Mencius de-
fends a principle of moderation in dealing with morally flawed people by citing two histori-
cal examples. The first, a man named Bo Yi, insisted so strongly on his own dignity that he
would not even have a conversation with a bad person, much less work for one. The second,
an otherwise virtuous man named Liuxia Hui, was so confident of his own incorruptibility
that he would interact and even work for anyone, even a bad ruler. Mencius expects his audi-
ence to judge that both men made a mistake by being too extreme, and so he takes these two
counterexamples to show that one should be willing to interact with bad people, but only up
to a certain point.°

Alternatively, you can produce counterexamples by dreaming up an imaginary scenario—
perhaps a very detailed scenario—and ask what the principle entails in that scenario.
Philosophers call these imaginary scenarios thought experiments because they use the sce-
narios to “test” principles, much as scientists use experiments to test hypotheses. Consider,
for instance, a famous thought experiment concocted by the philosopher James Rachels, who
wants to argue against the following principle:

LETTING DIE

It is morally worse to kill someone than to let someone die.

To do this, Rachels asks us to imagine two scenarios. In the first scenario, Mr. Smith
drowns his 6-year-old nephew in the bathtub in order to secure a large inheritance. This is
an instance of killing (as opposed to letting die), and Smith’s action is clearly wrong. In the
second scenario, Jones sneaks into his 6-year-old nephew’s bathroom, fully intending to
drown the boy to secure his own large inheritance; but in this scenario the nephew slips in
the tub, knocks himself unconscious, and drowns in the bath, without any intervention from
Jones. This is an instance of letting the boy die (as opposed to killing him), but according to
Rachels, Jones’s action is just as wrong in the second scenario as Smith’s is in the first. We
seem to have a pair of cases in which killing and letting die are equally wrong. But accord-
ing to LETTING DIE, this is impossible, since killing someone is worse than letting someone
die. Thus, Rachels concludes, LETTING DIE must be incorrect.’

SStephen Nathanson, An Eye for an Eye?, 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: Roman and Littlefield, 2001); excerpts reprinted in Part V of
this book (pp. 366-72).

®Mengzi, Mengzi: With Selections from Traditional Commentaries, translated by Bryan van Norden (Indianapolis: Hackett Pub-
lishing, 2008), 49.

7James Rachels, “Active and Passive Euthanasia,” New England Journal of Medicine 292 (1975): 78-80; reprinted in Part V of
this book (pp. 352-56).
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MORAL INTUITIONS

Many of the arguments for and against intermediate principles rely on moral intuitions about particular
cases, kinds of actions, or principles. Moral intuitions are, roughly, moral judgments that we make with-
out going through any conscious process of reasoning. They contrast with conclusions that we reach
only by explicit reasoning. Philosopher Gilbert Harman gives a famous example: If you saw some chil-
dren set a cat on fire for fun, you would probably form an immediate judgment that the children were
doing something morally wrong, without having to go through any conscious reasoning.*

Only some moral intuitions withstand scrutiny. You might change your mind about a judgment after
you think about it for a while, learn more about the case, or just have a good meal and a nap. With
other judgments, however, you will remain confident even after you’ve thought about it and eliminated
distorting factors like bad moods. Some philosophers would say that only the judgments that withstand
such scrutiny count as real moral intuitions. At any rate, those are the only ones worth using in moral
reasoning.

People use moral intuitions not only to decide if some intermediate moral principle seems plausible or
not but also to decide whether that principle gets the “right” or “wrong” answer in particular cases. We’ve
seen several examples of this in this chapter. For instance, Marquis supports his moral principle about
killing by showing that it agrees with our moral intuitions about various kinds of cases, and Nathanson
argues against EYE FOR AN EYE by describing cases in which the principle conflicts with our moral
intuitions—or, at least, with Ais intuitions. In such cases, the principles are said to have counterintuitive
consequences—that is, logical consequences that run counter to (i.e., conflict with) our moral intuitions.

Moral philosophers disagree about exactly what role moral intuitions should play in justifying our
moral beliefs. For discussion of one important suggestion, see the section on “reflective equilibrium”
in Chapter 9 (pp. 96-98).

*Gilbert Harman, The Nature of Morality (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 4.

Some thought experiments get even more imaginative. The philosopher Robert Nozick
was famous for his creative thought experiments. One well-known thought experiment was
meant to provide a counterexample to the following principle:

NON-AGGRESSION

It is morally forbidden to use force against an innocent person.

Imagine, asks Nozick, that you are trapped at the bottom of a deep well. Someone picks
up an innocent man and throws him down the well. If the man falls on you, he will survive
but you will die. Fortunately for you, you happen to have a futuristic ray gun that can dis-
integrate the falling man instantly. Since the man is innocent, however, NON-AGGRESSION
entails that it would be morally forbidden for you to use your ray gun to disintegrate him.
This, Nozick suggests, is clearly a mistake, for you are permitted to disintegrate the falling
man in self-defense.?

8Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974), 34-35.
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Many people object to such fanciful thought experiments because they are too far re-
moved from real life. The idea, however, is not that we might really encounter such a situa-
tion, but that the situation enables us to clarify the logical implications of a moral principle.
These thought experiments abstract away from the messy details of real-life cases so that
we can focus only on the things that are supposed to matter to a particular moral principle,
as the difference between killing someone and allowing them to die matters in LETTING DIE.

When you are considering an intermediate principle, then, there are two kinds of poten-
tial counterexamples that you should consider. The first involve real-life cases, such as the
historical figures that Mencius discusses. The second involve more imaginative and more
detailed thought experiments, such as Rachels’s paired cases of Mr. Smith and Mr. Jones or
Nozick’s case of the ray gun in the well.

RESPONDINGTO COUNTEREXAMPLES

What do you do when you identify an apparent counterexample to a principle that you were
using in your moral reasoning? One response, of course, is to abandon the principle—that is,
to stop using it in your reasoning. But there are a number of other possible responses.

One option is to deny that the case or thought experiment really provides a counterex-
ample at all. Sometimes this will be because the alleged counterexample rests on a misun-
derstanding of the principle. In that case, you’ll need to explain why the principle does not
get “the wrong answer” in the case described. More often, disputing the counterexample in-
volves explaining why the case seems to disprove the principle in question but doesn’t really
do so. The philosopher Philippa Foot takes this approach in discussing James Rachels’s
thought experiment about Smith and Jones drowning their nephews. Recall that Rachels is
trying to show that it is just as bad for Jones to allow his nephew to drown in the bathtub as it
is for Smith to drown the boy himself. Foot admits that both men acted monstrously. That’s
why the case seems like a counterexample, because we recognize that Jones does something
truly awful in allowing his nephew to drown. But, argues Foot, allowing the boy to drown
is especially awful in this case because Jones has a role-based obligation to care for his
nephew. And because he has this role-based obligation, his failure to save his nephew is just
as bad as actively drowning the boy. Thus, the scenarios do not show that letting someone die
is generally just as bad as killing someone. It shows only that there are special cases where
it would be just as wrong for a particular person to let some other person die as it would be
for the first person to kill the second.’

Along the same lines, you can deny that a counterexample is relevant by arguing that it
simply involves a conflict between the principle in question and a more important principle.
Mencius takes this approach when one of his disciples raises an apparent counterexample
to a principle of ancient Chinese etiquette. (The distinction between etiquette and morality
is blurry in ancient Chinese ethics.) The disciple asks whether it is forbidden for men and
women’s hands to touch each other (except, presumably, for men and women in special
relationships with one another, such as husband and wife or mother and son). Mencius says

“Philippa Foot, “Killing and Letting Die,” in Abortion: Moral and Legal Perspectives, ed. Joy L. Garfield and Patricia Hennessy
(Amberst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1984), 177-85.
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that it is. The disciple then asks what Mencius would do if his sister-in-law were drowning
and Mencius could save her only by grasping her hand. The principle entails that Mencius
should not save her, since that requires touching her hand with his. But surely, the disciple
is suggesting, the right thing to do would be for Mencius to save his sister-in-law. Mencius
agrees that “only a beast” would refuse to save his sister-in-law, but that this is a case where
the need to save someone’s life overrides the principle about people of different genders
touching each other’s hands.!® Thus, the counterexample does not show that the principle
is false. It only shows that the principle can sometimes be overridden by other principles. !

A different way to respond to an alleged counterexample is by “biting the bullet” and in-
sisting that, even if they are counterintuitive, the principle’s implications are correct. Recall
that Don Marquis, whose views we discussed earlier in the chapter, says that it is wrong to
kill something if and only if that thing has a future of value. A critic might object to this
principle by giving an alleged counterexample involving a terminally ill person whose future
involved nothing but intense pain. According to Marquis’s principle, it would be permissible
to kill such a pain. But, the critic would say, this is obviously incorrect, and so such a person
is a counterexample to Marquis’s principle. In response, someone who shared Marquis’s
view could simply insist that it is permissible to kill such a person. For if that were correct,
then such a person would not be a counterexample to the principle, because the principle
would not get the wrong answer in that person’s case. This, of course, would not be the end
of the argument. It would just shift the argument to whether it is, in fact, permissible to kill
such a person.

A third way to respond to an alleged counterexample is to modify the principle in order
to get the right answer in that case. Robert Nozick takes this approach after introducing his
thought experiment about the ray gun and the well. Recall that he was initially considering a
principle, which we called NON-AGGRESSION, according to which it is morally forbidden to use
force against an innocent person. His thought experiment shows that there are cases in which
NON-AGGRESSION gets the wrong answer. In response, he modifies NON-AGGRESSION to say
that it is morally forbidden to use force against an innocent person unless that person is an “in-
nocent threat.” (An “innocent threat,” says Nozick, is someone who, through no fault of their
own, is going to cause you so much harm that you would be justified in using force against that
person if he or she were doing it intentionally.)'> This modified principle no longer gets the
wrong answer in cases like the one that Nozick describes. That is, it is no longer open to that
kind of counterexample.

These three ways of responding to counterexamples provide a method for testing and
refining the intermediate moral principles that you use in your moral reasoning. By repeat-
edly testing a principle against possible counterexamples and modifying the principle when
needed, you can often arrive at important, well-supported normative premises for moral
arguments.

OMencius, Mengzi: With Selections from Traditional Commentaries, trans. Bryan van Norden (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing,
2008), 97.

"For further discussion of overriding obligations, see the section on Sir David Ross’s theory of ethics in Chapter 11 (p. 118)
12Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia, 34-35.
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TERMINOLOGY TO KNOW

intermediate moral principle eye for an eye moral intuition
doctrine of double effect thought experiment counterintuitive
counterexample

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Can you think of a popular saying or aphorism that expresses an intermediate moral principle
(e.g., “Two wrongs don’t make a right”’)? Can you come up with cases in which that principle “gets
the right answer”’? What about cases in which it “gets the wrong answer”? Can you come up with a
modified version of the principle that avoids those “wrong answers”?

2. Do you think that Foot’s reply to Rachels shows that his cases don’t really provide a counterexam-
ple to LETTING DIE? If so, can you think of another pair of cases that do provide a counterexample?
If not, explain why you think Foot’s reply fails.

3. Can you think of an intermediate moral principle that has some counterintuitive consequence about
which you are prepared to “bite the bullet”? That is, can you think of a case in which the principle
seems to “get the wrong answer” but about which you’re willing to accept that consequence of the
principle anyway?

4. Some people argue that very unrealistic thought experiments, like Nozick’s thought experiment
about disintegrating someone with a ray gun, generate very useful moral intuitions because they
eliminate other distracting elements that arise in more realistic scenarios. Other people argue that
unrealistic scenarios generate unreliable moral intuitions because they’re so divorced from real life.
Who do you think is right about this? Why?

CASE STUDIES

See the Note About Case Studies on p. 150 for further instructions.

1. Before the government forced him to take them down, Cody Wilson had posted files on his orga-
nization’s web that enabled anyone with a 3D printer to manufacture a working handgun. Wilson
explains that he and his organization, Defense Distributed, were distributing the files in order to pro-
mote freedom by ensuring that people everywhere could access the weapons they needed to protect
themselves, even against governments that wanted to ban firearms. He recognizes that somebody
might one day use his weapons to kill someone, and he acknowledges that it would be very bad if
that happened, but he insists that the need to protect civil liberties is important enough to justify that
risk. Evaluate Wilson’s action of enabling people to manufacture firearms with their 3D printers.
Construct a moral argument to support your evaluation, using an intermediate moral principle (such
as the doctrine of double effect) as a normative premise in your argument.

2. Each semester, about 500 students enrolled in sociology professor Patricia Adler’s popular course
on social deviance at the University of Colorado—Boulder. Like many courses on social deviance
in sociology departments around the country, Adler’s course included discussion of prostitution.
For two decades, Adler’s session on prostitution involved a skit designed to illustrate the wide
range of experiences among sex workers. Adler solicited volunteers for the skit from among the
undergraduate teaching assistants for the course. Each volunteer dressed up as a different kind of
sex worker (e.g., a street-walking prostitute, a brothel worker, or an employee of an escort service)
and worked with Adler to prepare a script for the skit. During the skit, which was performed in
class, Adler interviewed each volunteer about his or her (fictional) experiences as a sex worker. The



66

CHAPTER 6 « REASONING WITH PRINCIPLES AND COUNTEREXAMPLES

university’s administrators, claiming that a former teaching assistant had complained about the skit,
expressed concerns that the skit was potentially offensive. Although accounts differ, Adler says that
the university forced her to retire early. She is currently a professor emerita, meaning that she is
retired from her official position but retains an affiliation with the university. Evaluate the university
administrators’ action of forcing Adler to retire early. Construct a moral argument to support your
evaluation, using an intermediate moral principle as a normative premise in your argument. (Hint: If
you can identify conflicting obligations or multiple virtues relevant to this case, consider developing
an intermediate moral principle that specifies how to resolve those conflicts in cases like this one.)

. The story of the Elgin Marbles is about 2,500 years long. Ancient Greek sculptors carved the stat-

ues out of marble during the construction of the Parthenon in Athens. The Parthenon was origi-
nally a temple to the ancient Greek goddess Athena. In 1800, the statues in the Parthenon came to
the attention of Lord Elgin, the British ambassador to the Ottoman empire, which ruled Athens
at the time. With the permission of the Ottoman government, Lord Elgin had the statues removed
from the Parthenon and shipped to England. (Some people say that he secured that permission by
bribing Ottoman officials.) In 1816, the British Parliament bought the marbles from Lord Elgin and
deposited them in the British Museum in London, where they remain to this day. For decades now,
Greece has demanded that the British Museum return the marbles to Athens. The museum has re-
fused, insisting that Lord Elgin acquired the marbles from the legitimate government of the time and
that the marbles provide the greatest public benefit by remaining in London. Evaluate the museum’s
action of refusing to return the Elgin marbles to Athens. Construct a moral argument to support your
evaluation, using an intermediate moral principle as a normative premise in your argument.

. The police responding to Bryant Heyward’s 911 call had been told that armed men were trying to

break into Heyward’s mother’s home. Someone had reported gunshots, and the officers observed
a bullet hole in one of the windows. The officers were unsure, however, whether the intruders had
entered the house and, if so, whether they were still there. As police circled around to the back of
the house, 26-year-old Heyward, who is black, stepped out the back door holding the .40 caliber
handgun that he’d picked up to defend himself and his mother from the intruders. One of the officers
shouted, “Show me your hands!” But within a second or two, before Heyward could put down his
gun, the officer fired two shots. One hit Heyward in the neck, partially paralyzing him. Evaluate
the police officer’s action of shooting Heyward so soon after encountering him. Construct a moral
argument to support your evaluation, using an intermediate moral principle as a normative premise
in your argument.



Reasoning by Analogy

Each July from 1999 until 2005, Lance Armstrong climbed to the top of the podium in Paris
to claim victory in cycling’s biggest race, the Tour de France. But if you look at the record
books today, you won’t see Armstrong listed as the winner of those races. The international
body in charge of cycling stripped Armstrong of all seven titles as punishment for doping—
that is, for using banned substances to boost his athletic performance.

Most people disapprove of doping in professional sports. But some philosophers are not
so sure that doping is unethical. One much-discussed argument in defense of doping goes
like this:

DEFENSE OF DOPING

1. It is morally permissible for one athlete to hire better coaches than another.
2. Hiring better coaches is relevantly similar to doping in that both provide an advantage
in athletic competitions.
". 3. Doping is morally permissible.

This argument defends doping by comparing doping with something that we already think
is morally permissible—namely, hiring better coaches. Such an argument is called an
argument by analogy.

In general, an argument by analogy compares two things in order to make a point about
one of them. More specifically, an argument by analogy argues that because two things are
similar in certain respects, they are also similar in some further respect. In ethics, people
generally use arguments by analogy to show that some morally controversial action, such
as doping, is right (or wrong) by comparing it to some other action that is uncontroversially
right (or wrong). Less commonly, people use analogies to argue for other kinds of moral
claims, such as the claim that something is good, that some person is brave, and so on.

Arguments by analogy have the following structure:

GENERIC ARGUMENT BY ANALOGY

1. Xis M.
2. Xis relevantly similar to Y.
.. 3. Yis also M.

An argument by analogy will be a moral argument whenever M is some moral property, such
as being morally permissible, being morally forbidden, being supererogatory, being morally
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PRECEDENTS AND ANALOGIES IN LEGAL REASONING

In legal systems like those of the United States and the United Kingdom, which are known as “common
law systems,” the fact that a case is relevantly similar to a previous case has important legal implica-
tions. These implications depend on just sow similar the two cases are.

When two cases are so similar as to be identical for legal purposes, the earlier case is said to provide
a precedent for the later case. Very roughly, a precedent is a court ruling that constrains how courts
should rule on legally identical cases in the future. Being identical for legal purposes, of course, does
not require that the two cases are identical in every way. Roughly, it requires that the facts of the later
case be the same as the facts in light of which the court made its decision about the earlier case.

When the facts of one case are not identical to the relevant facts of the earlier case, a court can still
consider the earlier case as analogous to the later case. Whereas courts are more or less legally bound to
respect earlier precedents, they are not bound by analogies. That is, when the facts are similar enough
to make two cases analogous but different enough that the earlier case does not establish a precedent for
the second, the court can issue a ruling in the second case that differs from the ruling in the first case.

The justification for requiring courts to respect precedents and consider analogies is, roughly, that the
legal system should treat like cases alike. Exactly why it should do this, however, is a contested issue
in the philosophy of law.

good, and so on (see Chapter 2). Sometimes the second premise of an argument will specify
the way(s) in which X and Y are relevantly similar.

Consider how DEFENSE OF DOPING fits into the structure of GENERIC ARGUMENT BY ANAL-
0GY. X in DEFENSE OF DOPING stands for “hiring better coaches.” M stands for “being mor-
ally permissible.” Y stands for “doping.” And DEFENSE OF DOPING explains that X and Y are
similar in that both provide an advantage in athletic competitions.

The idea behind arguments by analogy in ethics is that we should treat like cases alike.
That is, if two cases are similar enough in relevant ways, we should make the same moral
judgment about them. Or to put that the other way around, we shouldn’t judge two cases
differently unless we can identify morally relevant differences between them. In short, DE-
FENSE OF DOPING is accusing doping’s critics of hypocrisy: there is no important difference,
the argument suggests, between doping and hiring better coaches, so it is inconsistent to
oppose one but not the other.

But how, exactly, do we determine whether two cases really are alike? More generally,
how do we evaluate an argument by analogy?

EVALUATING ARGUMENTS BY ANALOGY

To understand how to evaluate arguments by analogy, let’s take a look at another example. This
one comes from an article published in the Harvard Business Review in 1968 by Albert Carr:
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BLUFFING IN BUSINESS

1. When you are playing poker, it is morally permissible to deceive your competitors in
certain ways (e.g., by bluffing about how good your cards are).
2. Business is relevantly similar to poker in that both involve strategic competition in
which no one expects anyone else to be completely honest.
.. 3. When you are engaged in business, it is morally permissible to deceive your competi-
tors in certain ways (e.g., by withholding information in negotiations).!

How do we evaluate BLUFFING IN BUSINESS? That is, how do we determine whether the simi-
larities between poker and business really do justify the conclusion that certain kinds of
deception are morally permissible in business?

In keeping with the general rules for argument evaluation, which we discussed in Chapter 1,
the first thing we need to do is determine whether the first premise is acceptable. In this
case, it is clearly acceptable: it is permissible to bluff in poker. The strongest arguments by
analogy start from such clearly acceptable premises. After all, you wouldn’t get very far
in arguing for deception in business if you compared it to another controversial practice,
such as industrial espionage (i.e., spying on competing businesses). Don’t just take the first
premise for granted, though. Some allegedly uncontroversial cases turn out to be more con-
troversial than they appear.

The more difficult part of evaluating an argument by analogy is determining whether the
second premise is acceptable—that is, whether the two actions really are relevantly similar.
Claiming that two actions are relevantly similar is not to say that they are exactly the same—
all analogies are imperfect in one way or another. Rather, it is just to say that they are similar
enough in the ways that are relevant to the moral property that is being claimed for both of
them, such as being morally permissible, morally forbidden, or whatever.

Some arguments try to show relevant similarity by focusing on the features that make the
first action morally permissible (or forbidden, or obligatory, or good, or whatever). After all,
if you can explain what it is about an action that makes it permissible (or forbidden, etc.)
and you can show that some other action resembles it in those ways, then you have at least
some reason to think that the second action is also permissible (or forbidden, etc.). This is
the approach that BLUFFING IN BUSINESS takes. It explains that bluffing is permitted in poker
because none of the players expect any of the others to be completely honest; certain kinds
of deception are simply part of the game. So, if business is similar to poker in that particular
way—namely, in being the kind of activity where certain kinds of deception are “simply part
of the game,” which everyone expects from everyone else—then there’s a strong case for
thinking that poker and business are relevantly similar.

It remains, however, to think about whether there are important differences that out-
weigh the relevant similarities. There are, of course, many differences between poker and
business. The question is whether those differences are relevant to the conclusion about
bluffing. Here’s one relevant difference between poker and business: arguably, society as a
whole would be better off if business executives could be trusted to tell the truth all the time.
But a similar level of trust among poker players wouldn’t make society better off. In fact, by

! Adapted from Albert Z. Carr, “Is Business Bluffing Ethical?” Harvard Business Review 143 (1968): 155.
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“YOU CAN’T COMPARE THIS TO THAT!”

Some people are too quick to dismiss analogies that strike them as far-fetched. People sometimes object
that you “can’t compare” the two things being compared in an analogy. This is especially true when they
find the comparison offensive, as when someone compares something to slavery or Hitler.

Literally, of course, it isn’t true that you can’t compare the two things in the analogy. The point of
saying that you “can’t compare” two things is to say that the two things are so different that one cannot
draw any conclusions about one from the other. But even if the two things are very different or if it really
is offensive to compare them, that doesn’t by itself show that the argument by analogy fails. And if the
person does explain what relevant difference undermines the analogy, then the claim that you “can’t
compare” the two things adds nothing to the objection. So, in responding to outrageous analogies, the
appropriate thing to do is focus on the important differences that undermine the analogy.

For instance, some people have compared the struggle for gay rights to the civil rights movement in
order to argue for the importance of the gay rights movement. Others insist that “you can’t compare”
the two movements. It’s true that there are important differences between the two movements, but in
order to really dismiss the analogy, these critics would have to show why the differences between the
two movements undermine whatever arguments people are trying to make with the comparison.

making poker less exciting, it might make society a little worse off. So although everyone
expects certain kinds of deception in both poker and business, that expectation is beneficial
to poker but detrimental to business. That’s relevant to the conclusion because it suggests
that deception in poker is better justified than is deception in business.

Reaching a final judgment about whether two things are relevantly similar requires
making lists of all of the relevant similarities and differences you can think of. Then, for
each similarity or difference, think about why it is relevant to the conclusion of the argument
and about how important it is to the conclusion of the argument. Finally, you’ll need to make
an all-things-considered judgment about whether the similarities outweigh the differences.
There is no mechanistic procedure for doing this, however, and so people will sometimes
disagree about whether two things are relevantly similar—even if they have talked through
all of the relevant similarities and differences. When that happens, there’s not much you can
do except look for other arguments.

EVOLVING ANALOGIES

Sometimes the best way to argue by analogy is to begin with a fairly simple analogy and
develop it in response to objections. Developing the analogy involves making the compari-
son gradually more complicated so as to make the two actions (traits, etc.) being compared
ever more similar. Consider, for instance, a famous analogy suggested by the work of the
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philosopher Peter Singer.? Imagine that you are walking alone in a remote area when you
come upon a small child drowning in a shallow pond. You know that you can easily wade
into the pond and rescue the child at no risk to yourself but that by doing so, you would suffer
the minor inconvenience of getting your pants and shoes all muddy. It would be morally for-
bidden for you to leave the child to drown simply to avoid muddying your clothes. But, the
argument goes, leaving the child to drown is relevantly similar to declining to donate money
to global anti-poverty organizations, such as Oxfam. Those organizations save the lives of
children who are dying of malnutrition and easily preventable diseases in very poor countries
where such causes kill large numbers of people. Your donation, according to Singer, can save
a life, and if you are even somewhat well-off, it comes at no great inconvenience to you.

DROWNING CHILD

1. If you were walking alone in a remote area and saw a small child drowning in a shal-
low pond, such that you could easily save the child’s life at no risk to yourself, it would
be morally forbidden for you to leave the child to drown.

2. Leaving the child to drown is like failing to donate to anti-poverty organizations, such
as Oxfam, in that in both cases you are declining to do something that would save
someone’s life without your giving up anything important.

.. 3. Failing to donate to anti-poverty organizations is morally forbidden.

Upon hearing this argument, many people hurry to point out differences between the case of
the drowning child and the case of the starving child in some very poor country. Singer con-
siders one such difference: in the case of the drowning child, you are the only one who can
save the child, whereas in the case of the starving child, there are tens or hundreds of millions
of other people who could save the child. In response, Singer tweaks the analogy a little bit.
Imagine that the pond is surrounded by other adults, none of whom is doing anything to save
the child, even though each could do so just as easily as you. This situation is a bit closer
to the one in which we find ourselves with respect to the global poor. But even when other
adults are standing around the pond, Singer contends, it would still be morally forbidden for
you to refuse to save the drowning child. So it is still morally forbidden to fail to donate to
anti-poverty organizations.

We can repeat this process for a number of other differences between the drowning child and
the starving child. For instance, there is only one drowning child in the story; there are millions
of starving children. Saving the drowning child solves the problem, but feeding one starving
child does not. But suppose we change the analogy again. What if you came upon a pond filled
with drowning children? Would you be justified in refusing to save even one just because there
would still be many children left in the pond? Presumably not—and so it is wrong to fail to
donate to anti-poverty organizations, even though doing so will not eliminate extreme poverty.

Working through this process not only helps you to develop and understand a more so-
phisticated argument by analogy, it also helps you separate the morally important aspects of
the situation from the morally unimportant aspects.

This analogy is based on: Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 1 (1972), 229-43; re-
printed in Part V of this book (pp. 507-15). Strictly speaking, Singer’s main argument does not depend primarily on this analogy.
Instead, it is based on the principle that you should prevent very bad things from happening when you can do so without sacrificing
anything of comparable moral significance.
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GODWIN’S LAW AND EXAGGERATED ANALOGIES

You can only discuss something on the Internet for so long before somebody compares somebody
to Hitler. (In fact, there’s a popular name for this observation: Godwin’s law of Nazi analogies, or
“Godwin’s law” for short.*) In almost every case, the comparison is supposed to be hyperbole—that
is, an instance of exaggerating something to make a point. Some people might find some of these exag-
gerated analogies amusing, whether they refer to Hitler or something else outrageous. Such exaggera-
tions might even be rhetorically effective in certain contexts because they can provoke strong emotions
among people who agree with your conclusion.

Outrageous, exaggerated analogies are rarely cogent arguments, though. The relevant similarities
between Hitler (or whatever) and the topic you’re discussing are likely to be overwhelmed by the enor-
mous differences between the two. Furthermore, outrageous analogies almost never succeed in chang-
ing anyone’s mind for the same reason that they’re so effective at galvanizing those who do agree with
you: outrageous analogies provoke strong emotions, which can make it hard for people to take your
argument seriously. So, when choosing comparisons, don’t go for hyperbole or shock value; go for the
closest, least offensive comparison that you can find to make your point.

*Mike Godwin, “Meme, Counter-Meme,” Wired, July 1, 1994, http://www.wired.com/1994/10/godwin-if-2/.

USING ANALOGIESTO RESPOND TO MORAL ARGUMENTS

In addition to giving you a way to argue for or against specific moral claims, analogies pro-
vide a way to respond to others’ moral arguments. The bioethicists J. Stewart Cameron and
Raymond Hoffenberg provide a nice illustration of this technique in a paper on the ethics of
buying and selling human kidneys for transplantation.> Cameron and Hoffenberg observe that
others have offered the following argument against allowing the buying and selling of kidneys:

DONOR RISK

1. Donating a kidney involves a risk of death during or after donation.
2. One should not undertake the risk of death for purely financial reasons.
.. 3. It is morally forbidden to sell one’s kidneys.

But, Cameron and Hoffenberg argue, DONOR RISK is relevantly similar to the following argument:
WORKER RISK
1. Many jobs, such as construction work or mining, involve a risk of death.

2. One should not undertake the risk of death for purely financial reasons.
.. 3. It is morally forbidden to work as a construction worker or miner.

3]. Stewart Cameron and Raymond Hoffenberg, “The Ethics of Organ Transplantation Reconsidered: Paid Organ Donation and the
Use of Executed Prisoners as Donors,” Kidney International 55 (1999): 724-32.


http://www.wired.com/1994/10/godwin-if-2/
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Although they are about different actions, DONOR RISK and WORKER RISK are almost exactly
the same. They even share the same normative premise. But, as Cameron and Hoffenberg
point out, WORKER RISK does not seem like a very good argument. Most people would say
that it is mistaken—that there is nothing wrong with working as a construction worker or
miner. But if WORKER RISK is a bad argument, and it’s relevantly similar to DONOR RISK, then
DONOR RISK must also be a bad argument.

This kind of argument is called a refutation by logical analogy, and it’s very useful in
moral reasoning. Such an analogy aims to refute (that is, undermine) an argument by com-
paring it to another argument that is clearly a bad argument. In some cases, such as the anal-
ogy between DONOR RISK and WORKER RISK, one argument is so obviously mistaken and the
two arguments are so similar that you won’t need to explain exactly what’s wrong with the
mistaken argument. More complex cases, however, will require more thought.

The philosopher Judith Jarvis Thomson provides a more complex example of refutation
by logical analogy.* Some people, Thomson notes, make the following sort of argument:

UNPROTECTED SEX

1. A woman who becomes pregnant as a result of consensual unprotected sex is partially
responsible for the fetus’s presence in her body.
2. If awoman is at least partially responsible for the fetus’s presence in her body, then the
fetus has the right to use her body.
.. 3. Tt is morally forbidden for a woman who became pregnant as a result of consensual
unprotected sex to get an abortion.

But, Thomson cautions, before we accept that argument, we should consider this argument:

OPEN WINDOW

1. If a homeowner opens a window in a stuffy room and a burglar climbs through the
window, the homeowner is partially responsible for the burglar’s presence in her home.
2. If ahomeowner is at least partially responsible for the burglar’s presence in her home, then
the burglar has the right to use her home.
.. 3. Itis morally forbidden for the homeowner in this situation to force the burglar to leave
her home.

As Thomson suggests, OPEN WINDOW is absurd. In particular, the second premise is clearly

unacceptable: the mere fact that the homeowner is partially responsible, in the sense intended

in premise (1), provides no reason to think that the burglar has any right to use her home.
But then Thomson offers the following argument by analogy:

REFUTATION
1. OPEN WINDOW is a bad argument.

2. UNPROTECTED SEX is relevantly similar to OPEN WINDOW.
.". 3. UNPROTECTED SEX is a bad argument.

4The following arguments come from Judith Jarvis Thomson, “A Defense of Abortion,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 1 (1971):
47-66; reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 331-42)
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The arguments here are sufficiently complex and the analogy sufficiently controversial that
we need to think carefully about whether OPEN WINDOW and UNPROTECTED SEX really are
relevantly similar.

Critics of REFUTATION might point out some important differences between OPEN WINDOW
and UNPROTECTED SEX. One difference is that the burglar has entered the open window vol-
untarily, presumably knowing that it is wrong to do so. The fetus, on the other hand, had
nothing to do with its presence in the woman’s body, and unlike the burglar, it is innocent
of any wrongdoing. Thomson recognizes this objection and tweaks the analogy a bit, much
like Peter Singer tweaked his DROWNING CHILD analogy: Suppose that instead of a burglar, an
innocent person accidentally stumbles through the open window. Even then, Thomson says,
the homeowner is under no obligation to let the person stay.

There is another important difference between OPEN WINDOW and UNPROTECTED SEX,
though. In the scenario described in OPEN WINDOW, forcing the burglar to leave the house will
not lead to the burglar’s death, whereas in the scenario described in UNPROTECTED SEX, forc-
ing the fetus out of the womb will lead to the fetus’s death. Some philosophers, at least, think
this difference is important enough that REFUTATION fails. That is, they claim that REFUTATION
does not show that UNPROTECTED SEX is a bad argument.

As with the evaluation of other kinds of argument by analogy, there is no checklist or
automatic procedure for determining whether a refutation by logical analogy is successful.
Sometimes, as in the case of Thomson’s REFUTATION, it can be hard for different people to
agree on whether the argument succeeds.

TERMINOLOGY TO KNOW

argument by analogy relevantly similar refutation by logical
precedent analogy
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why should courts abide by legal precedents? Are the reasons the same or different as the reasons
for individuals to accept moral arguments by analogy?

2. Do all relevant differences between two actions weaken an argument from analogy that compares
the two actions? Why or why not?

3. Do you think using an evolving analogy is a useful technique for developing your own arguments?
Do you think it is an effective technique for convincing someone else of your conclusion? Why or
why not?

4. Find a moral argument by analogy online (preferably one that does not involve Hitler). Construct an
argument by logical refutation to undermine that argument.

CASE STUDIES

See the Note About Case Studies on p. 150 for further instructions.

1. In the film Blue Jasmine, Ginger goes to visit her sister, Jasmine, in New York City. The two have
not seen each other in years. Having married a wealthy businessman, Jasmine now has little in
common with her blue-collar sister and has even less interest in spending time with Ginger. During
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her stay in New York, Ginger sees Jasmine’s husband kissing another woman but decides not to tell
Jasmine about it. Evaluate Ginger’s act of deciding not to tell Jasmine that her husband is cheating
on her.

. After doctors put 13-year-old Daniel Hauser on chemotherapy to treat childhood Hodgkin’s lymphoma,
Daniel felt sick. With their son’s agreement, Daniel’s parents refused further chemotherapy, explaining
that they would cure Daniel themselves using alternative, diet-based treatments. A Minnesota court
ordered his parents to resume chemotherapy, arguing that chemotherapy was very effective in curing
Daniel’s kind of cancer. Daniel’s mother, Colleen Hauser, took her son out of the state to evade the court
order. Evaluate Colleen’s action of taking her son out of the state to avoid court-ordered chemotherapy.
Use an argument by analogy to support your conclusion.

. The H5N1 flu virus—more commonly known as “avian flu” or “bird flu”—is one of the deadliest
flu viruses known to humankind. About 60 percent of people who contract HSN1 die of the illness,
compared to about 0.1 percent for a normal flu virus and about 2.5 percent for the “Spanish flu”
that killed nearly 5 percent of the world’s population in 1918. Fortunately, HSN1 is not easily
transmitted between humans. Thus, it is much less contagious than most flu viruses. In 2011, how-
ever, a team of researchers in the Netherlands intentionally developed a version of the virus that
they believed would be highly contagious among humans. The researchers themselves describe it as
“probably one of the most dangerous viruses you can make.” They developed the highly contagious
virus for two reasons, both related to protecting public health. First, they wanted to see how easy
it was to mutate the virus in a way that makes it highly contagious; this would help public health
experts estimate how likely it is that HSN1 will naturally start a pandemic. Second, the researchers
wanted to know exactly what genetic mutations would make the virus highly contagious; this would
help public health experts keep an eye out for strains of the virus that are close to becoming a major
threat. Evaluate the researchers’ act of developing a highly contagious version of the HSN1 virus.
Construct an argument by analogy to defend your evaluation.

. If you were using Facebook in January 2012, there’s a chance that Facebook tried to manipulate
your emotions. For one week that January, Facebook randomly selected almost 700,000 users, with-
out their knowledge, to participate in an experiment. Facebook filtered the posts these users saw in
their newsfeed. Some users saw more posts expressing positive emotions, such as happiness; others
saw more posts expressing negative emotions, such as sadness or anger. Facebook’s researchers
then monitored these users to see what emotions they expressed in their own posts. In general, they
found that users who saw more positive posts expressed more positive emotions themselves and
those who saw more negative posts expressed more negative emotions. Technically, all Facebook
users agree to let Facebook manipulate their newsfeed when they accept Facebook’s terms and con-
ditions upon signing up for an account. But none of the users involved in this study were specifically
asked to participate or even informed that they were participating. Evaluate Facebook’s action of
secretly manipulating people’s emotions for research purposes. Construct an argument by analogy
to defend your evaluation.
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In the half-century since the first major survey about cheating in college, the share of college
students who confess to having cheated at least once in college has stayed about the same:
75 percent.! That’s three out of every four college students. Professors, of course, regard cheat-
ing as morally wrong. So do many students—presumably including some who cheat anyway.
But some students think that cheating is morally permissible, at least under some circumstances.
Who’s right about the moral permissibility of cheating? How could you go about settling on a
particular answer to this question? In the previous chapters we’ve considered different kinds
of (short) moral arguments that you might give for one answer or another. In this chapter we’ll
consider a method for moral reasoning in which we bring many different arguments to bear on
a single moral question in order to reach a well-reasoned final answer to that question.
The method involves six basic steps:

Gather information about your chosen issue.

Identify a specific moral question to answer.

Identify salient answers to your chosen question.

Identify important arguments for and against each answer.
Identify and evaluate important objections to each argument.
Draw a final conclusion.

A

Although this chapter presents these steps in order, the process of moral reasoning is
usually less linear than that. You will often find yourself circling back to earlier steps as you
work your way through the process.

This chapter explains each step in detail. The last part of the chapter applies the method to
the topic of cheating in college to get a feel for how the method works in practice.

STEP 1. GATHER INFORMATION ABOUT YOUR CHOSEN ISSUE

Whether you start with a relatively narrow question (e.g., whether it’s permissible for college
students to cheat on exams) or a very general topic (e.g., cheating, global poverty, drugs,
abortion, climate change, or prostitution), you’ll need to begin by gathering information.

James M. Lang, “How College Classes Encourage Cheating,” Boston Globe, August 4, 2013, http://www.bostonglobe.com/
ideas/2013/08/03/how-college-classes-encourage-cheating/3Q34x5ysY cpl WNA3yO2eLK/story.html.
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Step 1. Gather Information About Your Chosen Issue

While you probably know a bit about your area of interest already, there is almost certainly a
lot that you don’t know. And especially with emotionally charged topics, there may be things
that you think you know that turn out not to be true.

If you’re starting with a broad topic, use this time to start focusing in on a particular
issue within that topic. If you start off interested in the ethics of drugs, a bit of information-
gathering will remind you that this is a very broad topic. Are you talking about illegal
drugs, widely abused prescription drugs, or both? Are you talking about using drugs, abus-
ing drugs, selling drugs, trafficking drugs, or something else? Narrowing your focus from a
broad topic to a more specific issue will help you zero in on the particular information that
you need to gather.

As you begin learning about your chosen issue, ask yourself what kinds of things
you would need to know in order to make an informed moral judgment about the issue.
You can use the classic questions of basic journalism—who? what? when? where? why?
how?—to structure your search. For instance, when it comes to the issue of global pov-
erty, you might need to know who is living in extreme poverty and where they live (i.e.,
how many people, in what countries, of what age, race, sex, etc.), exactly what living in
extreme poverty is like, why so many people are so poor, and how various anti-poverty
organizations are attempting to fight poverty. As you begin answering these basic ques-
tions, you're likely to come up with other questions—questions that you didn’t think to
ask initially. For instance, what caused the significant decline in global poverty over the
last few decades? Which anti-poverty organizations can use your money most effectively?
How would giving up small luxuries affect your life? Even if you think you’ve asked and
answered all of the questions you can, you’ll probably come up with more questions as
you work through the process of moral reasoning. You can always go back to gather more
information at that point.

A good way to start finding the information you want is to look for authoritative, non-
partisan introductions to the issue, especially introductions from well-known and well-
respected experts or organizations. (Partisan introductions from respected experts can also
provide useful starting points, but be sure to check their sources and compare their claims
to others’.) Relying on a casual web search isn’t usually the best way to start, since many of
the first sites to pop up will be biased in one way or another. A much better bet is to ask a
librarian, since librarians are trained to be experts at finding reliable information. At the very
least, start by looking for books, scholarly articles, and other sources available through your
library. If you absolutely must rely on sources that you find through Google or another search
engine, keep in mind that the information you’re getting is likely to be incomplete and may
well be biased; be sure to read widely, investigate the credentials of the web sites you visit,
and actively seek out web sites on different sides of the issue. Don’t rely on a single source for
any crucial information.

In particular, beware of confirmation bias when collecting information. Confirmation
bias is a universal psychological tendency to seek out or accept information that supports
or confirms what we already believe (or want to believe) and to avoid or ignore informa-
tion that conflicts with what we believe. Think about how false or misleading news stories
spread on social media: people believe and share those news stories much more readily
when the story supports their preconceived ideas about how the world works, and they’re
much more skeptical (and much more likely to investigate before sharing the stories)
when the opposite is true. In light of this universal human tendency, gathering informa-
tion about a moral issue requires actively resisting confirmation bias. That means seeking
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out information that conflicts with our preconceived views and, when it’s supported by
good evidence, taking that information seriously. It also means looking more skeptically
at information that supports our preconceived views and refusing to accept important
claims without evidence.

STEP 2. IDENTIFY A SPECIFIC MORAL QUESTION TO ANSWER

Once you’ve learned a bit about your chosen moral issue, you’ll want to identify a specific
moral question about that issue. The question could be as specific as asking about the moral-
ity of a particular person’s action. For instance, if you are exploring the issue of police shoot-
ings, you might settle on the question, “Did police officer Timothy Loehmann act wrongly
when he shot 12-year-old Tamir Rice in 2014?” Or it could be just a bit more general, asking
about a specific kind of action: “Is it morally permissible for a woman to abort a pregnancy
because the fetus has a serious genetic defect?” More general still, you could ask how or
when a broader kind of action is permissible (or obligatory or forbidden): “Under what
conditions is it permissible for a doctor to do something that will shorten a patient’s life?”
In some cases, you can even ask a very general question like: “Is it morally permissible to
download movies, music, or video games illegally?” Be cautious about these very general
questions, though. If you ask a question that is too big or too general, it will be too hard to
reach a well-supported answer.

You can always revise your question later if it turns out to be too specific or too general
or if you learn something new that brings up a more interesting question. In particular, if you
start with a very general question, you’ll probably find yourself making it more specific later
on. For instance, you might refine the question about downloading media illegally as fol-
lows: “Is it morally permissible to download music illegally if you had previously purchased
it but then lost it?” Similarly, if you start asking whether abortion is morally permissible, you
may well end up refining the question to be about particular kinds of abortion or abortion
under particular circumstances.

To see what a difference your question can make, compare Yolanda Estes’s essay, “Mutual
Respect and Sexual Ethics,” with Tom Dougherty’s, “Sex, Lies, and Consent,” both reprinted
in Part V of this book. In one sense, both philosophers are asking a question about sex and
respect for persons. Estes asks a very broad question about what the obligation to respect
persons entails for the ethics of sex. She ends up with a wide-ranging paper that covers many
topics.? Dougherty asks a much narrower question about when it is wrong to deceive some-
one in order to get him or her to have sex with you.? He ends up with a paper that covers
fewer topics, but it discusses them in much more detail.

2 Yolanda Estes, “Mutual Respect and Sexual Ethics,” in College Sex and Philosophy: Philosophers with Benefits, ed. Michael
Bruce and Robert Michael Stewart (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 209—19; reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 226-33).
3 Tom Dougherty, “Sex, Lies, and Consent,” Ethics 123 (2013): 717-44; reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 233-51).



Step 3. Identify Salient Answers to Your Chosen Question

It’s worth waiting to choose your question until after you’ve gathered some information
about your chosen issue. For instance, if you start out with the vague idea that you want to
investigate the morality of eating meat, you might not initially realize the significant differ-
ence between animals raised on factory farms and those raised in less inhumane conditions.
So until you’ve learned a bit about the issue, it might not occur to you to ask, “It is morally
permissible to eat animals raised on factory farms?”

Also, be sure that your question is a normative one, rather than a descriptive one. That is,
the question should be asking whether (or under what circumstances) something is good or
bad, right or wrong, virtuous or vicious, and so on, as opposed to, for example, what causes
people to behave in a certain way, whether attitudes toward that behavior differ between
cultures, or other non-normative questions.

STEP 3. IDENTIFY SALIENT ANSWERSTO YOUR CHOSEN
QUESTION

While you may think that you already know the answer to your chosen question, reasoning
well about moral issues requires you to suspend judgment until you’ve considered the argu-
ments for and against various answers. The idea, after all, is not to find arguments to support
whatever you wanted to believe anyway. The idea is to follow the arguments where they
lead, so that you end up with the best, most well-supported answer you can find. So the next
step once you’ve identified a specific question is to identify salient answers to that question.
A salient answer is a notable or important answer to the question—that is, one that merits
your attention when you are thinking about the question.

A good way to start identifying salient answers is to make a list of commonly accepted
answers to the question. You may find some of these answers implausible, but if the answer
is commonly accepted, it is still worth including on your list. For instance, if you are asking
about the conditions under which it is permissible for a woman to get an abortion, you might
list the following answers: never; only when the pregnancy threatens the woman’s life; in
cases of rape or incest; when the fetus has a serious genetic defect; when the woman has
a very serious reason for not being able to care for a child (e.g., because she cannot afford
another child or because she is too young); or whenever the woman would rather not have
a baby. You are unlikely to think that all of those answers are plausible, but each answer is
accepted by quite a few people.

You can sometimes identify other salient answers by looking for smart people who have
thought hard about the issue. They might have come up with answers that are not very com-
monly accepted. This is especially true when you are asking an open-ended question, such
as, “What is the morally best way to deal with criminals?”

Finally, you can always come up with your own answers. If there’s an answer that you
think is plausible, despite not being widely accepted or endorsed by any expert that you’ve
seen, add it to the list. As you do more research, maybe you’ll discover that it’s not as
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plausible as you thought. But you might also discover that it’s a great idea that everyone else
has overlooked.

There are several reasons to include answers that you don’t think are plausible. First,
as you do more research, you might discover that they’re more plausible than you initially
suspected. Second, investigating the arguments for those reasons can help you understand
how smart people can accept them. (Remember, not everyone who disagrees with you is an
uninformed idiot or moral degenerate! There are usually good arguments on different sides
of an issue.) Third, if you’re going to support a particular position, it’s helpful to be able to
explain what’s wrong with the alternative positions. Doing that requires understanding the
arguments for those positions and figuring out what’s wrong with them.

THE IMPORTANCE OF DEFINING YOUR TERMS

As you focus in on a particular issue, you may need to define your terms carefully to zero in on exactly
the right things. Dictionaries can help, but sometimes you’ll need to get even more specific. Check how
other people have defined the terms in the books and papers you’ve read during Step 1. If you need to
stipulate a definition of your own, take care not to define your terms in a way that begs the question.
(See p. 21.)

Defining your terms carefully can help you avoid the fallacy of equivocation. This fallacy occurs
when an argument uses a single word or expression in two different ways but doesn’t work when the
two different meanings are made clear. As an illustration, consider the famous story in The Odyssey in
which the one-eyed giant Polyphemus captures the hero Odysseus. Odysseus tells Polyphemus that his
name is “Nobody.” So when Odysseus attacks Polyphemus and other giants come running to help him,
Polyphemus cries out that “nobody” is harming him. The other giants reason as follows:

1. Nobody is harming Polyphemus.
2. If nobody is harming Polyphemus, then Polyphemus doesn’t need help.
3. If Polyphemus doesn’t need help, then we should leave.

.. 4. We should leave.

This seems like a cogent argument as long as you don’t realize that the word nobody in premise (1) means
something very different than it does in premise (2). If you replaced the word nobody in premise (1)
with “a person who calls himself Nobody” but kept premise (2) as it is, the argument wouldn’t work at
all. Thus, the argument commits the fallacy of equivocation.

This example is a bit silly, but the equivocations that occur in more important moral arguments tend
to be harder to see and take longer to explain. One well-known example occurs in arguments about abor-
tion in which some people use the word person in importantly different ways in different premises.*

* For a discussion of this equivocation, see Mary Anne Warren, “On the Moral and Legal Status of Abortion,” The Monist
57 (1973): 43—61; reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 313-19).
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STEP 4. IDENTIFY IMPORTANT ARGUMENTS FOR AND AGAINST
EACH ANSWER

Here is where the real philosophical work begins. Now that you have a list of salient answers
for your chosen question, you can begin to compile a list of arguments for and against each
answer. One way to compile such a list is to create a new document in a word processor,
create a section for each answer, and then start filling in arguments for and against each
answer in the appropriate section. Or you might prefer to do things differently, such as with
color-coded index cards or just a notebook.

There are three main ways to identify arguments related to each answer: brainstorming
arguments by yourself; discussing the issue with other people; and reading others’ arguments,
especially in philosophical books and papers. We will consider each of these strategies below.

In coming up with your own arguments, consider the kinds of arguments discussed in
Chapters 3—7. Does the action you’re considering fulfill (or violate) any obligations? What
are the consequences of performing (or not performing) the action? Would performing the
action manifest (or fail to manifest) some virtues (or vices)? Are there any relevant inter-
mediate moral principles, such as the principle that it is worse to cause harm than to allow
it to happen? Can you think of relevant analogies that would support a particular answer to
your question? Thinking about these sorts of questions can help you come up with a range of
short arguments for and against each of the answers you identified in the previous step. Try
to write the arguments out as a list of numbered premises, like the arguments in the earlier
chapters. Notice that arguments for one answer will sometimes count as arguments against
another answer, making your job a bit easier.

As discussed in Chapter 2, be sure that you clearly state the normative premise(s) of each
argument.* One of the easiest ways to go wrong in moral reasoning is by leaving your norma-
tive premises unstated. At best, you’re likely to miss the opportunity to develop your argu-
ments as fully as possible. At worst, you might end up unintentionally relying on a normative
premise that’s indefensible.

Discussing your question with other people is another helpful way to identify relevant
arguments. Your friends, family members, and classmates are likely to have ideas that didn’t
occur to you. Some of them may have had experiences or discussions that help them see
aspects of the situation that hadn’t occurred to you. Since these discussions can often arouse
strong emotions—especially if you’re talking to someone who disagrees with you—it’s im-
portant to remind yourself (and others) that your goal here is not to prove the other person
wrong but to better understand the reasons for and against different answers to your ques-
tion. As you talk to other people, you might find it helpful to rephrase their arguments using
the concepts introduced in Chapters 3—7. And, as with brainstorming your own arguments,
be sure you’ve identified the normative premise(s) in other people’s arguments.

4 See especially pages 19-22.
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In addition to brainstorming arguments on your own or with your friends and classmates,
it’s worth reading what other people have said after they have considered your issue for a
while. After all, those people have already done much of the work of identifying important
arguments. One obvious place to look for such arguments is in the philosophical literature—
that is, at books and papers written by ethicists. Your professor and your librarians can point
you to helpful web sites and databases that will enable you find books and papers that ad-
dress the issue you’re considering, if not the very question that you’re trying to answer. Read
these books and papers carefully looking for arguments for and against each of the answers
you’ve considered. Once again, using the concepts from Chapters 3—7 can help you recon-
struct the arguments you encounter.

In theory, there’s no limit to how many arguments you can identify for each of the an-
swers to your question. And there’s no magic number about how many you need to identify
for each one. But you should try to find at least a few arguments for each of the answers
you’ve chosen, as well as a few arguments against each one. Confirmation bias applies here,
too, so be sure to look especially carefully for arguments that support views you reject or
undermine views you already suspect are correct.

You don’t have to include every single argument that you can find. In some cases, an argu-
ment provides such a trivial reason that it’s not worth mentioning. Focus on the arguments
that seem most important. You might also have theoretical reasons for excluding certain argu-
ments. Especially if you’ve already learned a bit about normative theories, you might think
that certain kinds of ethical arguments are more important than others.> For instance, if you
think that virtue ethics is the correct ethical theory, then you will see arguments about virtues
and vices as most important; if you think that some other theory is correct, then virtues and
vices will play a smaller role (or none at all) in your reasoning. But before you reject an argu-
ment on theoretical grounds, think for a moment about whether the argument can be rephrased
in terms of your preferred theory. For instance, if you think that deontology is the correct
normative theory, don’t dismiss every argument that’s presented in terms of virtues and vices.
After all, an argument that a certain action is cruel could be easily translated into a deontologi-
cal argument about the obligation not to harm others or the obligation to respect others.

STEP 5. IDENTIFY AND EVALUATE IMPORTANT OBJECTIONS
TO EACH ARGUMENT

An objection to an argument is another argument that aims to undermine the first argument—
that is, to show that the first argument doesn’t work. To reach a truly well-supported answer
to your chosen question, you’ll need to consider not only the objections that might be raised
to each argument, but the replies that might be made to each of those objections. As before,
you can come up with these objections and replies on your own, in discussion with other
people, or by reading books and papers about your chosen topic.

Objections come in two varieties. A rebutting objection tries to show that the conclu-
sion of another argument is false. You’ve already compiled a list of these kinds of objections

5 See Chapters 11 and 12 for discussions of normative theories.
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KEEPYOUR EYE ONTHE BALL

Objections sometimes commit one of two fallacies: the ad hominem fallacy or the strawman
fallacy. Both kinds of fallacies involve criticizing something other than the argument you’re actu-
ally trying to rebut or undermine. An objection commits an ad hominem fallacy when it criticizes the
person who gave the argument, rather than the argument itself. (Ad hominem is Latin for “against
the person.”’) Even bad people can give good arguments, so be sure your objection addresses the
argument’s flaws or failures, not the arguer’s. An objection commits the strawman fallacy when it
criticizes a misrepresentation of the argument rather than the real thing. The idea is to knock down
an oversimplified or exaggerated version of the argument that is easier to rebut. But just as someone
who knocks down a straw-filled scarecrow with a picture of boxing legend Manny Pacquaio’s face
on it hasn’t actually beaten Pacquaio, someone who rebuts a distorted version of an argument hasn’t
rebutted the argument itself.

in the previous step when you identified arguments against each answer. An undercutting
objection only tries to show that another argument is flawed in some way, without showing
that the conclusion is false (e.g., by showing that its premises are unacceptable or irrelevant
or that it commits some fallacy). Remember that an objection is an argument, with its own
premises and conclusion. The way to tell rebutting objections and undercutting objections
apart is by looking at their conclusions: the conclusion of a rebutting objection is that the
conclusion of the original argument is false; the conclusion of an undercutting objection is
merely that the original argument fails to adequately support its conclusion.®

It’s easier to grasp all of this by looking at some examples. Consider the following,
adapted from the philosopher Walter Sinnott-Armstrong:

NOT MY FAULT

1. Everyone’s greenhouse gas emissions, taken together, will cause climate change that
will do great harm to many people.
2. A single individual’s greenhouse gas emissions will not make any difference in how
much the climate changes.
.". 3. Even though society has a collective obligation to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions,
no individual person has a moral obligation to reduce his or her individual emissions.’

A rebutting objection to NOT MY FAULT would be an argument whose conclusion is that
(at least some) individuals are morally obligated to reduce their individual greenhouse gas
emissions. For instance, law professor Sarah Krakoff argues as follows:

Technically, a rebutting objection also undercuts the argument it is trying to rebut, since it establishes that the premises fail to
establish the conclusion. The difference, therefore, lies in whether the objection also aims to show that the conclusion is false.
"Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, “It’s Not My Fault: Global Warming and Individual Moral Obligations,” in Perspectives on Climate
Change, ed. Walter Sinnott-Armstrong and Richard Howart (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2005), 221-53; reprinted in Part V of this book
(pp. 521-35).
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LOVE THE PLANET

1. Reducing one’s individual greenhouse gas emissions demonstrates the virtue of caring
toward the planet and toward future generations; failing to reduce one’s emissions
demonstrates a lack of caring.

2. The planet and future generations are things toward which one ought to demonstrate
the virtue of caring.

. 3. At least some people are morally obligated to reduce their individual greenhouse gas
emissions.’

This argument doesn’t attempt to show what, exactly, is wrong with NOT MY FAULT. Instead,
it tries to show that NOT MY FAULT reaches the wrong conclusion by offering a different argu-
ment for a different and incompatible conclusion.

By contrast, philosopher Avram Hiller offers the following undercutting objection to NOT
MY FAULT:

TINY CHANGES

1. The total amount of climate change is just the sum of the climate change caused by
each individual’s greenhouse gas emissions.

2. If each individual’s greenhouse gas emissions made no difference to how much the
climate changes, then all of our emissions, taken together, would not cause any cli-
mate change.

3. Our collective emissions, taken together, are causing climate change.

. 4. Itis false that each individual’s greenhouse gas emissions make no difference to how
much the climate changes.’

Notice that TINY CHANGES doesn’t even claim to show that individuals are morally obligated
to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions. Instead, it only aims to show that premise (2) of
NOT MY FAULT is false. (Notice also that because it’s about a descriptive premise, TINY
CHANGES doesn’t need any normative premises.) This shows that NOT MY FAULT doesn’t
establish its conclusion, but it doesn’t show that the conclusion is false. For all that TINY
CHANGES has shown, there might well be other, better arguments for the claim that individu-
als are not obligated to reduce their emissions.

Once you identify some important objections to each of the arguments on your list, you’ll
need to evaluate them—that is, figure out how strong they are. The point of evaluating the
objections is to see whether they succeed in defeating the original argument, either by rebut-
ting it or by undermining it.

One way to evaluate objections is to think about how the author of the original argument
might reply to each objection. There are various kinds of replies you might offer to an ob-
jection. First, you can simply admit that the objection defeats the argument, in which case
you’ll need to give up on the argument altogether. Second, you could acknowledge that the

8Sarah Krakoff, “Parenting the Planet,” in The Ethics of Global Climate Change, ed. Denis G. Arnold (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2012), 145-69; reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 546-61).
°Avram Hiller, “Climate Change and Individual Responsibility,” The Monist 94 (2011): 349-68.
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argument reveals an important flaw in the argument but revise the argument slightly to fix
that flaw. This might mean tweaking the conclusion or some of the premises a little bit or
adding some extra premises to provide some more support. (This is an especially important
approach when the objection is that the argument commits some fallacy. It’s often possible to
“repair” a fallacious argument so that it avoids the fallacy. Try to reconstruct a non-fallacious
version of the argument before you dismiss it altogether.) Third, you could argue that the
objection is flawed. In that case, your reply will consist of an objection to the objection.
Fourth, you can accept that the objection provides a good reason to think that the argument
is weaker than it seems but insist that, overall, the argument still provides a good reason to
accept its conclusion. Of course, you’ll need to say something about why you think the origi-
nal argument is stronger than the objection.

The process of thinking through objections often leads you to discover new answers to
your question. In that case, add those answers to your list and then work through Steps 4 and
5 again for that answer.

STEP 6. DRAW A FINAL CONCLUSION

Once you’ve identified arguments for and against each answer and thought through the ob-
jections to each argument and the replies to each objection, you’ll be in a position to decide
which answer is best supported by the arguments. Unfortunately, there’s no procedure or
algorithm for doing this. Weighing all of the various arguments for and against the differ-
ent answers is a matter of judgment. You’ll need to ask yourself, “Given everything I’ve
learned, which arguments do I honestly think are strongest?” Then, pick the answer that is
supported by those arguments—whether or not it’s the answer that you initially thought to
be correct.

When people are considering a question for which they already accepted a particular
answer, they are usually reluctant to give up that answer. This is a natural human response;
it’s hard to admit that you were wrong about something, especially if it’s something you
felt strongly about. But it’s better to admit that you were wrong and then change your view
to the right one than to go on believing something you now have good reason to believe
is mistaken. Changing your mind in the face of good reasons isn’t a sign of foolishness or
weakness; it’s a sign of intelligence and maturity.

AN EXAMPLE: IS ITWRONGTO CHEAT ON EXAMS IN COLLEGE?

Although we don’t have space to work through this whole process here, we can at least walk
through each of the steps to get a sense of what each one involves. To do that, let’s return to
the topic that opened the chapter: the ethics of cheating in college.
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Step 1. Gather Information

There are lots of books and articles about cheating. One way to get started learning about
cheating would be to search for a recent book, such as James Lang’s Cheating Lessons.'”
As you read through Lang’s book, you’ll find references to studies of cheating and to other
people who have written about the topic. Search your library databases or a search engine
like Google Scholar to find books and articles by those people and for other books and ar-
ticles that cite those people. Look for information about how common cheating is, whether
it’s becoming more common, how people cheat, why students cheat, how colleges are trying
to deter cheating, and so on.

Step 2. Identify a Specific Moral Question to Answer

We’ll want to focus our question specifically on cheating on assignments or exams for col-
lege courses. Since this is already a fairly narrow topic, we can start by asking, “Is it morally
permissible to cheat on exams in college courses?” After further research, we might get even
more specific (e.g., to ask about the circumstances under which it would be permissible to
cheat), but for now, we’ll start with this general question.

Step 3. Identify Salient Answers to Our Question

There are several obvious answers to our question. These include:

a. Yes, it is always permissible to cheat on college exams.
b. It is sometimes permissible to cheat on college exams.
c. No, it is never permissible to cheat on college exams.

Answer (b) could be broken up into more specific answers, spelling out exactly when or
under what circumstances it’s permissible to cheat. You can probably come up with some
of these by brainstorming or talking to your friends—for instance, when many other people
in the class are cheating, when it’s in a required course that’s not part of your major, when
you’re in danger of failing the course if you don’t cheat, when you had a good reason for
being unable to study for an exam, and so on. (Remember, you don’t have to think all of
these answers are plausible. If you think that many people would accept the answer, you
should put it on your list.) You’ll discover other variations on answer (b) as you research
arguments for and against the permissibility of cheating. For now, we’ll treat answer (b) as
a single answer, breaking it up later if necessary.

Step 4. Identifying Important Arguments for and Against Each Answer
We only have space here to explore a few arguments for and against the answers we’ve

identified to our question about cheating. You’d want to find a lot more of them if you were
really trying to figure out whether cheating is wrong.

10 James M. Lang, Cheating Lessons (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013).



An Example: Is It Wrong to Cheat on Exams in College?

Here’s an argument for the claim that cheating is always permissible, adapted from edu-
cation writer and filmmaker Cevin Soling:

GRADES AS PUNISHMENT

1. If someone kidnapped you and asked you a series of questions while threatening to cut
off a finger for each question you got wrong, it would be morally permissible for you
to cheat on those questions.

2. College exams are like the kidnapper’s quiz in that people are effectively forced to
go to college now, where they’re punished with bad grades if they don’t give the right
answers on their exams.

.. 3. Ttis morally permissible for college student to cheat on their exams.!!

Here’s an argument for the claim that it’s sometimes permissible to cheat, which was easy
enough to come up with by brainstorming the reasons people might give for cheating.

UNFAIR DISADVANTAGE

1. College is a competitive situation in that people are competing to have the best grades
in order to get scholarships, etc.

2. No one is ever morally obligated to put himself or herself at an unfair disadvantage in
a competitive situation.

3. When other students are cheating on their exams, refraining from cheating puts a
student at an unfair disadvantage.

". 4. It is morally permissible for college students to cheat on their exams when other

students are also cheating.

Notice that both of these arguments double as arguments against the claim that it’s never
permissible to cheat.

Finally, here are two short arguments for the claim that it’s never permissible to cheat,
adapted from philosopher Brooke Sadler’s paper, “The Wrongs of Plagiarism: Ten Quick
Arguments.”

CHEATING AS MANIPULATION

1. Cheating on exams deceives the instructor in order to manipulate him or her.
2. Deceiving someone in order to manipulate him or her is failing to treat that person
with respect.
3. Everyone is morally obligated to treat other persons with respect.
*. 4. Tt is morally forbidden for students to cheat on exams.!?

VICIOUS CHEATERS

1. Cheating on exams demonstrates and/or encourages one or more vices, such as
dishonesty, laziness, or cowardice; and it undermines virtues such as responsibility,
diligence, perseverance, and self-respect.

87

T Cevin Soling, “Why I Think Students Should Cheat,” WIRED, January 29, 2015, http://www.wired.com/2015/01/

think-students-allowed-cheat/.
12 Brooke Sadler, “The Wrongs of Plagiarism: Ten Quick Arguments,” Teaching Philosophy 30 (2007): 285.
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2. One should not act in ways that demonstrate or encourage vices and undermine virtues.
.. 3. Itis morally forbidden for students to cheat on their exams. '3

These arguments double as arguments against the previous two answers.

All of these arguments need to be developed further. Some of the premises might need to
be explained. (In what sense is cheating a form of manipulation?) Some of them need to be
supported. (Is it true that no one is ever obligated to put themselves at an unfair disadvan-
tage?) When you are first identifying arguments for and against different answers, though,
you can start with fairly basic versions of each argument.

Step 5. Identify and Evaluate Objections to Each Argument

When we identified arguments for various answers to our question, we noted that each ar-
gument counts both as an argument for one answer and an argument against some other
answer(s). Those answers count as rebutting objections. We should also look for undercut-
ting objections to each argument.

As an example, here’s an undercutting objection to UNFAIR DISADVANTAGE:

KEEPING UP WITH THE GAMBINOS

1. If a construction company is competing for a contract against a mafia-backed company
that intimidates people into awarding them the contract, it would be wrong for the
construction company to use similar threats of violence to get the contract.

2. When competing with the mafia, refusing to threaten people with violence puts a com-
pany at an unfair disadvantage.

". 3. Itis false that people are never required to put themselves at an unfair disadvantage in
a competitive situation.

This objection uses a counterexample to refute the intermediate moral principle that people
are never required to put themselves at an unfair disadvantage in a competitive situation,
which was the crucial normative premise in UNFAIR DISADVANTAGE. This is an undercutting
objection because it doesn’t show that the conclusion of UNFAIR DISADVANTAGE is false; it
only shows that UNFAIR ADVANTAGE fails to establish that its conclusion is true.

How strong is this objection? The scenario presented in premise (1) does seem like a
counterexample to the moral principle used in UNFAIR DISADVANTAGE, and SO KEEPING
UP WITH THE GAMBINOS does reveal a genuine problem with UNFAIR DISADVANTAGE. But
the problem is fairly easy to work around: Someone could respond to this objection by
revising UNFAIR DISADVANTAGE to argue that except in special cases (e.g., those involving
physical violence), no one is required to put himself or herself at an unfair disadvantage.'*
The trick would be to spell out exactly when people are required to put themselves at an
unfair disadvantage and show that cheating on exams is not such a situation. If you could
do that, you would have a good reply to this objection; if not, the objection looks reason-
ably strong.

13 Sadler, “The Wrongs of Plagiarism,” 285.

14 See the discussion about responding to counterexamples in Chapter 6 (pp. 63—-64).
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Step 6. Draw a Final Conclusion

Although we’ve looked at a number of arguments about the permissibility of cheating, we
haven’t done nearly enough work yet to reach a final conclusion. We would need to identify
and evaluate more arguments on each side, consider whether we want to think about other
possible answers to our questions (or slightly different questions!), look for objections, and
so on. Once we’d done all that, we’d probably end up with a number of strong arguments
on different sides of the question, and then we’d have to make an overall judgment about
which arguments were strongest. Until then, it wouldn’t be intellectually honest to draw a
final conclusion.

TERMINOLOGY TO KNOW

confirmation bias objection ad hominem fallacy
salient answer rebutting objection strawman fallacy
fallacy of equivocation undercutting objection

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What are some concrete steps you can take to reduce confirmation bias while gathering information
about a topic?

2. Why is it important to identify a specific question to answer before seeking out arguments on your
chosen issue?

3. Do you think it’s really worthwhile to include answers that you think are implausible when doing
your research? Why or why not?

4. Since there is no algorithm to decide which answer is best supported by the arguments you’ve iden-
tified, it will sometimes be impossible for you to convince someone who disagrees with you about
a moral issue. Does that mean that this entire book is just a waste of your time?

CASE STUDIES

The instructions for this chapter’s case studies are slightly different than in the other chap-
ters. Choose one of the following case studies, and then complete each of the following
steps:

a. Asusual, each case study asks you to evaluate a particular (kind of) action. For this chapter, identify
two different judgments someone might make about that action (e.g., that it is obligatory or that it
is supererogatory).

b. Identify at least one argument for each of the evaluations you identified in the previous step, as well
as one argument against each evaluation.

c. Identify at least one undercutting objection to each of the arguments you identified in the previous
step.

This process will not give you enough information to draw a final conclusion about the
action in the case study, but it will give you practice with the method of moral reasoning
presented in this chapter.
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1. Julia Hill climbed a tree on December 10, 1997, and didn’t come down for over two years. The

1,500-year-old giant redwood tree that she climbed lived in a section of pristine forest owned by
the Pacific Lumber Company. To protest the company’s plans to clear-cut the forest, Hill lived on a
small platform in the tree for 738 days. Her supporters brought her food and other supplies, which
she hauled up to her platform 180 feet above the ground. Hill eventually came down from the tree
after striking an agreement with Pacific Lumber to preserve her tree and all of the others within a
250-foot radius. (Meanwhile, the company had also struck a deal with the government to set aside
10,000 acres nearby as a nature preserve.) Identify two possible evaluations of Hill’s action of sit-
ting in the tree to prevent Pacific Lumber from cutting it down. Then identify arguments for and
against each evaluation, as well as objections to those arguments, as detailed in the instructions
above.

. Saying that the Yale School of Management changed his life by giving him a scholarship to earn

his business degree, billionaire Chinese investor Zhang Lei donated $8,888,888 to the school in
2010—the largest alumni donation the school had ever received. Zhang’s donation provoked cries
of indignation in his native China, where he has been living and working since 2005. Chinese critics
said that Zhang should have donated the money to Chinese schools that need it more than Yale does.
Identify two possible evaluations of Zhang’s action of donating money to Yale instead of to schools
in China. Then identify arguments for and against each evaluation, as well as objections to those
arguments, as detailed in the instructions above.

. Florida man David Boyd ended up in the hospital after trying to break into someone’s home. After

a night of drinking, Boyd started shouting and banging on the door of a random house, apparently
suffering from a delusion that the home’s occupants had kidnapped Boyd’s family. When no one
answered the door, Boyd broke a window and began to climb in. One of the residents hit Boyd with
a piece of wood, knocking him back out the window. In the process, Boyd suffered a large cut on
his leg, which bled profusely. The homeowner saved Boyd’s life by stemming the bleeding with a
towel until the police arrived. Identify two possible evaluations of the homeowner’s action of saving
Boyd’s life. Then identify arguments for and against each evaluation, as well as objections to those
arguments, as detailed in the instructions above.

. In the opening scene of the television series House of Cards, Congressman Frank Underwood dis-

covers that his neighbors’ dog has just been hit by a car. The dog is badly injured, and Underwood
concludes that the dog is not going to survive. He sends his bodyguard to fetch the neighbors, but
before they arrive he strangles the dog with his bare hands to spare it the “useless pain” of a long,
drawn-out death. Identify two possible evaluations of Underwood’s action of strangling the dog
before the neighbors arrive. Then identify arguments for and against each evaluation, as well as
objections to those arguments, as detailed in the instructions above.
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9 )Skepticism, Subjectivism, and Relativism

While interviewing a young job candidate in The Devil Wears Prada, fashion magazine
editor Miranda Priestly (played by Meryl Streep) tells the job candidate, “You have no style
or sense of fashion.”

The job candidate starts to reply, “Well, um . . . I think that depends on what your . . .”

Priestly interrupts: “No, no. That wasn’t a question.”!

Many people would side with the job candidate on this issue: what kind of clothes look
good, many people think, depends on your personal tastes, and there are no “right answers”
when it comes to matters of personal taste. There may be “right answers” about what is re-
garded as fashionable in a particular place at a particular time, but those, it seems, are just
truths about the personal tastes of the people who live there. It’s not as if there are eternal
truths about what kind of clothes look good, on par with truths of mathematics or physics;
there are only truths about people’s personal tastes—about what people think looks good.

Some people think that morality is like fashion in this sense—that in morality, as in fash-
ion, there are no “right” or “wrong” answers. In this chapter, we will examine various kinds
of moral skepticism that hold that there is no objective moral truth. We will pay particular
attention to how moral skepticism relates to moral reasoning.

MORAL NIHILISM

The most extreme form of moral skepticism is moral nihilism, which is the view that there are
no moral truths. This means that nothing is right or wrong, obligatory or forbidden, (morally)
good or bad, and so on. This is not just to say that most people’s moral beliefs are incorrect;
it’s to say that all moral beliefs are incorrect. In the nihilist’s view, claims about which actions
are right or wrong are like claims that someone is a witch. Whenever people say something
like, ““She’s a witch!” they are saying something false, since there is no such thing as a witch.
Likewise, according to the moral nihilist, whenever people say something like, “That action
was morally wrong!” they are saying something false, since there is no such thing as morality,
and so no such thing as a morally wrong action—or, for that matter, a morally right action.

'David Frankel, The Devil Wears Prada (Los Angeles, CA: 20th Century Fox, 2006)
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A BAD ARGUMENT FOR MORAL SKEPTICISM

One common argument for moral skepticism starts from the frequency of irresolvable moral disagree-
ments. For instance, two people might disagree about the permissibility of abortion, and there is nothing
that either person can say to change the other one’s mind. By contrast, people can resolve disagreements
about, say, which of two race horses is faster: have the horses race each other—maybe several times.
Whichever horse wins (or wins most often) is faster.

But moral disagreement—even irresolvable disagreement—is not enough to show that moral skepti-
cism is true. To see why, notice that people disagree about all kinds of things about which we are not
tempted to be skeptics. Even within our own society, people disagree about the age of the universe,
whether humans evolved from earlier species, whether (or when) government spending helps the econ-
omy, and so on. In other times and places, people have disagreed about whether the Earth is flat; why
some things are flammable; whether there are witches; and whether animals can be “spontaneously
generated” from hay, rotten meat, or other substances. Many people are so deeply persuaded of their
views on these matters that disagreements between them are no easier to resolve than are disagreements
about morality. And yet, there is some fact of the matter about things like the age of the universe and
the shape of the Earth.

With this in mind, compare these two arguments:

MORAL DISAGREEMENT

1.  People disagree irresolvably about morality.
*. 2. There is no fact of the matter about morality—that is, moral skepticism is true.

PLANETARY DISAGREEMENT

1.  People disagree irresolvably about the shape of the Earth—or they used to anyway.
2. There is no fact of the matter about the shape of the Earth—or at least, there used to be no fact
of the matter.

These arguments share the same structure: each has a premise stating that people disagree irresolvably
about some topic, and each concludes that there is no fact of the matter about that topic. But PLAN-
ETARY DISAGREEMENT is plainly a bad argument. The Earth has always been round, regardless of what
anyone thought about it. The fact that people (used to) disagree about its shape is irrelevant to whether
it has (or had) a definite shape. Since MORAL DISAGREEMENT shares the same structure as PLANETARY
DISAGREEMENT, and PLANETARY DISAGREEMENT is clearly a bad argument, we should be very skeptical of
MORAL DISAGREEMENT. In other words, we should not take persistent moral disagreement, all by itself,
to show that moral skepticism is true.” If there are good reasons for moral skepticism, we will have to
look elsewhere for them.

*This classic refutation by logical analogy is adapted from James Rachels and Stuart Rachels, The Elements of Moral
Philosophy, 8th ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2015).
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The nihilist will happily admit that certain actions, such as theft, are thought to be wrong
and certain others, like rescuing a drowning child, are thought to be morally right. According
to the nihilist, however, all such beliefs are mistaken, just like beliefs that this or that person
is a witch. People who hold such beliefs are making a mistake.

If moral nihilism is true, then there isn’t much point to moral reasoning. It is like reason-
ing about which people are witches. While it might be useful when dealing with people who
believe in morality, it won’t help you discover the truth about what you morally ought to do,
since there isn’t anything that you morally ought to do.

But moral nihilism is a very hard position to accept. It entails that anything is permit-
ted, that nothing anyone has ever done was morally wrong or morally praiseworthy, that
nothing is morally better or worse than anything else, and so on. That probably conflicts
with many of your deeply held commitments. For instance, no matter what you think about
philosophical questions about the objectivity of morality, you probably live your life as if it
were deeply wrong to kill people for fun, to steal from your close friends, and so forth. Phi-
losophers have written a great deal about moral nihilism, but we don’t have time to pursue
the issue here. So for present purposes, we will simply follow the advice of the philosopher
Charles Peirce that we “should not pretend to doubt in philosophy what we do not doubt in
our hearts,”? and we will assume that moral nihilism is false.

MORAL SUBJECTIVISM

While few people actually accept moral nihilism, many people take themselves to accept
moral subjectivism. Unlike the nihilist, the subjectivist accepts that there are moral truths
but holds that these truths are determined by each person’s beliefs or attitudes.? That is, to
say “That action is wrong!” is to say something like “That action is wrong, according to
me!” And as long as the speaker sincerely regards the action as wrong, that statement is cor-
rect, since the morality of the action is determined by the speaker’s beliefs or attitudes. You
could say that whereas the nihilist thinks that everyone’s moral beliefs are equally wrong,
the subjectivist thinks that everyone’s moral beliefs are equally right.

Although some people regard it as common sense, moral subjectivism is actually a deeply
problematic philosophical position. Some of its problems are technical problems in the phi-
losophy of language, but some are more obvious. For instance, subjectivism implies that
moral disagreement is impossible, since my moral claims are about what’s right for me and
yours are about what’s right for you. (Indeed, many people think—mistakenly—that such
disagreement is a reason for subjectivism; see the boxed text on page 93.) But it seems like

2Charles S. Peirce, “Some Consequences of Four Incapacities,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy 2 (1868): 140-57.
3There are a lot of technical issues about moral subjectivism and its sophisticated cousins, such as expressivism, which we will
gloss over in this section. For instance, some philosophers argue that if (certain kinds of) subjectivism are true, then moral “be-
liefs” aren’t actually beliefs, and they can’t really be true or false. Other philosophers argue that we can still use terms like belief
and true to talk about morality, even if subjectivism is true. These debates belong to an area of moral philosophy known as meta-
ethics. For simplicity’s sake, we will help ourselves to the metaethical views that make it easiest to talk about moral reasoning, and

we will use the term subjectivism loosely to cover a wide range of views.
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ANOTHER BAD ARGUMENT FOR MORAL SKEPTICISM

Some people find moral subjectivism attractive because it seems to require tolerance. After all, if other
people’s moral beliefs are just as right as yours, they’re not doing anything wrong by acting on them—
even when their beliefs differ from yours—and so you ought to let them do as they wish.

This is a mistake. Moral subjectivism can’t require tolerance because it denies the very existence
of moral rules that apply to everyone, including rules like “You should tolerate people with different
beliefs.” In fact, if someone holds the view that they should not tolerate people with different beliefs,
then according to moral subjectivism it would be wrong for that person to tolerate people with different
beliefs. After all, their moral belief is that tolerance is wrong, and subjectivism says that their moral
beliefs are correct (for them). So, far from requiring tolerance, moral subjectivism actually undermines
arguments for tolerance. The thought that people ought to tolerate one another is therefore not a good
reason to accept moral subjectivism. In fact, it’s a reason to deny moral subjectivism.

we disagree with each other all the time, which suggests that subjectivism is false. Subjec-
tivism also implies that someone who approves of recreational killing or even genocide is
doing the right thing in killing people. Many people find these implications hard to accept.

Perhaps surprisingly, though, the truth of moral subjectivism would not make that much
difference in our moral reasoning. Since a subjectivist holds that all of his or her moral
beliefs are true, a subjectivist could still use moral arguments in many of the ways that non-
skeptics do. Non-skeptics, for instance, might use moral arguments to figure out what to do
in a particular situation, based on their moral beliefs. Subjectivists can do that, too. It’s just
that they disagree about when or how their reasoning would apply to other people. Non-
skeptics might also use moral arguments to try to convince others that they should (or should
not) do something. Since, as we saw in Chapter 1, the strongest arguments begin from prem-
ises that the argument’s audience accepts or can be persuaded to accept, arguments aimed
to convince someone else to do something should start from that person’s beliefs, including
their moral beliefs. Again, the skeptic and non-skeptic might disagree about whether that
person’s beliefs are correct (objectively or “for that person”), but they will use arguments in
more or less the same way.

An example might clarify how this works. Imagine a person—call her Monique—who
accepts that animal cruelty is wrong, and she defines animal cruelty as causing signifi-
cant, unnecessary harm to sentient animals. (Sentient animals are those capable of feeling
pain, including cats, dogs, pigs, cows, chickens, and many others.) Whether Monique is a
subjectivist or not, she might wonder what this belief implies about eating meat from large,
industrial “factory farms.” And suppose she comes across the following argument, adapted
from public health professor John Rossi and bioethicist Samual Garner.*

4John Rossi and Samual Garner, “Industrial Farm Animal Production: A Comprehensive Moral Critique,” Journal of Agricultural
& Environmental Ethics 27 (2014): 479-522.
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FACTORY FARMING

1. Factory farms impose significant harms on billions of sentient animals every year,
including: serious diseases and deformities, such as abcesses, lameness, broken bones,
and so on; lives of great discomfort and frustration, caused by spaces so cramped and
overcrowded that animals often end up fighting with each other; mutilations and sur-
geries, such as “debeaking,” tail clipping, and castration, usually without anesthesia;
and brutal deaths in slaughterhouses or, in the case of “unproductive’ animals, shortly
after birth.

2. The suffering endured by factory-farmed animals could be avoided by switching to
different patterns of food consumption and production.

*. 3. Factory farms cause significant, unnecessary harm to sentient animals.

4. It is wrong to cause significant, unnecessary harm to sentient animals.

*. 5. Factory farming is wrong.

This argument shows that, given the brutality of factory farms, Monique’s belief that animal
cruelty is wrong commits /er to thinking that factory farming is wrong. And this is true
regardless of whether Monique is a subjectivist or not.

We can go one step further. Suppose that Monique wants to convince her friend Nina
that factory farming is wrong, but Nina sees nothing wrong with being cruel to cows, pigs,
chickens, or other farm animals. Nina does admit, though, that it is wrong to be cruel to dogs
and cats. Even if Monique and Nina are both subjectivists, Monique might offer the follow-
ing argument:

PIGS AND PUPPIES

1. It is wrong to cause significant, unnecessary suffering to dogs or cats.
2. Dogs and cats are relevantly similar to cows, pigs, and chickens in that both are ca-
pable of feeling pain.
.. 3. Itis wrong to cause significant, unnecessary suffering to cows, pigs, and chickens.’

This argument begins with a premise that Nina already accepts—namely, that is wrong to
be cruel to dogs and cats. Thus, even if Monique and Nina were subjectivists, they could
still regard PIGS AND PUPPIES as a reasonable way for Monique to try to convince Nina of the
argument’s conclusion.

In short, moral reasoning is still helpful when you want to figure out (or show someone)
that a particular moral claim is or is not consistent with his or her existing moral beliefs—
regardless of the answer to deep philosophical questions about the objectivity of those beliefs.

CONSISTENCY AND REFLECTIVE EQUILIBRIUM

The examples in the previous section highlight an important point about moral subjectivism:
even if morality is subjective, moral reasoning can show you that some of your moral beliefs
are inconsistent—that is, that some of your moral beliefs contradict some of your other

SThis argument by analogy is a simplified version of the one found in Alastair Norcross, “Puppies, Pigs, and People: Eating Meat
and Marginal Case,” Philosophical Perspectives 18 (2004): 229-45; reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 486-98). For more on
arguments by analogy, see Chapter 7.
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moral beliefs. If nothing else, such inconsistency can lead to practical problems, since incon-
sistent moral beliefs will sometimes lead to inconsistent conclusions about what you should
do. To take a simple example, suppose that Stefan believes both that one should always tell
the truth and should always be kind. It isn’t hard to imagine cases in which being kind requires
not telling the truth. What should Stefan do in such cases? It might seem that subjectivism
requires him both to tell the truth and not to tell the truth. But that, of course, is impossible
to do in these cases. So even a subjectivist has good reason to want to avoid such a situation.

One way to resolve this dilemma is to say that in order to figure out what he should do—
that is, what would be right or wrong for him in this situation—Stefan needs to eliminate this
inconsistency in his moral beliefs. For instance, he might give up the belief that he should
always tell the truth in favor of the belief that he should tell the truth in every case except
those in which a white lie is necessary to be kind. (This isn’t the only way to resolve that
inconsistency, of course. How else might Stefan reconcile his belief that he should be kind
with the general idea that he should be truthful?) Figuring out which moral beliefs conflict
with each other requires moral reasoning. So we can escape the problem of inconsistent
moral beliefs by reasoning about what each of our moral beliefs requires of us.

Notice what this means for moral subjectivism. A crude form of moral subjectivism
would say that whatever you think is right (or wrong) for you really is right (or wrong) for
you. That is, you can’t make a mistake about what’s right or wrong for you. As we’ve just
seen, this kind of crude subjectivism leads to serious problems. The more sophisticated
moral subjectivist would say something like this: what is right (or wrong) for you depends
not on what you do think is right (or wrong) but on what you would think is right (or wrong)
for you after you went through the process of eliminating any relevant inconsistences in your
moral beliefs. This means that you can make a mistake about what’s right or wrong for you,
even if (sophisticated) moral subjectivism is true.

The process of eliminating the inconsistencies in your moral beliefs is known in moral
philosophy as the process of seeking reflective equilibrium. You are in reflective equilib-
rium when all of your moral beliefs “fit together”” well, which means—at a minimum—that
they do not conflict with one another. This includes both your beliefs about general moral
principles (e.g., “You should always be kind”’) and the moral judgments you make about spe-
cific cases (e.g., “You shouldn’t tell your sick grandmother that you wouldn’t have come to
visit her if your parents hadn’t made you”). Going one step further, you are in “wide reflec-
tive equilibrium” when your moral beliefs fit together with one another and with all of your
non-moral beliefs. Consider, for instance, the way that the non-moral premises in FACTORY
FARMING (see p. 96) create an inconsistency between the belief that animal cruelty is wrong
and the belief that factory farming is morally permissible.

Reflective equilibrium is very difficult to achieve. It may well be impossible to achieve
perfect reflective equilibrium, in which all of your beliefs fit together well. But through
moral reasoning we can always bring ourselves a little bit closer to reflective equilibrium.

Finally, notice that since reflective equilibrium is so hard to achieve, it’s very hard for
anyone to say exactly what moral beliefs they would hold in reflective equilibrium. It’s quite
possible that most people would end up with moral beliefs that are quite similar to everyone
else’s—or, at least, that there would be much less moral disagreement than there is now.

What does all of this mean for the moral subjectivist? It means that even if subjectivism is
true, it won’t make that much difference to our moral reasoning: You can still use moral rea-
soning to see what your moral beliefs tell you to do or think. You can’t simply assume that
something is right (or wrong) for you just because you believe it is right (or wrong). Rather,
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you need to see if that belief fits together well with your other moral beliefs, including both
the moral principles that you accept and the particular moral judgments that you make. And
you can’t simply assume that moral disagreements are irresolvable, since the disagreements
might disappear as both people move toward reflective equilibrium.

MORAL RELATIVISM

Some moral skeptics reject both nihilism and subjectivism, claiming that rather than being
relative to each person’s beliefs, morality is relative to culture. This view is known as cultural
relativism. There are many different ways of formulating cultural relativism, but the basic
idea is that a person’s culture determines what is morally right or wrong for that person. To
see what this means in practice, consider this famous story in which the Chinese philosopher
Confucius discusses morality with a powerful nobleman in the ancient Kingdom of Chu:

The Duke of She said to Confucius, “Among my people there is [a person] we call,
‘Upright Gong.” When his father stole a sheep, he reported him to the authorities.”

Confucius replied, “Among my people, those who we consider ‘upright’ are dif-
ferent from this: fathers cover up for their sons, and sons cover up for their fathers.
‘Uprightness’ is to be found in this.®

Confucius was trying to tell the duke, in a polite way, that the people of Chu were mistaken
about virtue; he was trying to say that virtue requires people to prioritize their family over the
law. A cultural relativist, however, would say it was Confucius who was mistaken. Cultural
relativism entails that it would be morally obligatory for someone from Chu to report a law-
breaking relative to the authorities but that for someone from Confucius’s native state of Lu
it would be morally obligatory to help relatives cover up their crimes. And more importantly,
cultural relativism says that these different people would have these different obligations
because their respective cultures held different moral beliefs. Understanding this connection
between moral beliefs and moral obligations is crucial to understanding cultural relativism.

One key to understanding this connection is to recognize that cultural relativism is not
just the claim that different cultures have different moral beliefs. That much weaker claim is
known as descriptive cultural relativism, since it is simply describing what moral beliefs
people in a particular culture accept. Rather, cultural relativism is about normative claims.
In particular, cultural relativism says that not only do different cultures have different moral
beliefs, but these moral beliefs entail that corresponding normative claims are true for the
members of that culture. (For this reason, what we will call “cultural relativism” in this
chapter is sometimes explicitly labeled “normative cultural relativism.”) Normative cul-
tural relativism says that there are moral truths—and so moral nihilism is false—but that
there are no universal moral truths that apply to all people at all times. Rather, there are only

%Confucius, Analects: With Selections from Traditional Commentaries, trans. Edward Slingerland (Indianapolis: Hackett Publish-
ing, 2003), 147.
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CONFUCIUS

Contemporary philosopher Bryan van Norden says that the ancient Chinese philosopher Confucius (ca.
551—ca. 479 BCE) had an influence on Chinese culture that is “comparable to the combined influence of
Socrates and Jesus on the Western tradition.”* Confucius (also known as Kongzi, which means “Master
Kong”) would probably be surprised to hear this. He spent his life trying to convince the rulers of
China’s many warring states to follow his political philosophy, which he regarded as little more than the
collected wisdom of the ancients. He also taught many students, who compiled his sayings into a book
of “collected sayings” called the Analects. Through these students Confucius inaugurated the Confucian
tradition of philosophy, which would profoundly influence later Chinese thought and political practices.

Because Confucius emphasizes careful adherence to traditional forms of behavior, he is sometimes
regarded as a cultural relativist. (This, too, would probably surprise him.) Some modern commen-
tators argue, though, that Confucius focused on traditional behaviors not because cultural tradition
makes those behaviors right in themselves, but because cultural tradition has established those
behaviors as socially recognized ways of performing right actions, such as showing respect for other
people.’ This insight provides an interesting perspective on the connection between culture and moral-
ity, independently of the Confucian tradition.

We consider Confucian ethics, including the role of traditional behaviors, in more detail in Chapter 12.

“Bryan W. van Norden, ed., Confucius and the Analects: New Essays (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 3.

T Kwong-Loi Shun, “Rén and Li in the Analects,” in Confucius and the Analects: New Essays, ed. Bryan W. van Norden
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 53-72.

the moral claims that are accepted by this or that culture, and each person ought to act (or
judge) according to the rules of his or her own culture.

Nor is cultural relativism simply the view that people in different cultures have dif-
ferent moral obligations; it is the view that they have different moral obligations because
their cultures have different moral beliefs. This connection between beliefs and obliga-
tions makes cultural relativism a far more radical and controversial view than most people
initially realize. Think about your own reasons for accepting certain fundamental moral
obligations. Why, for instance, do you think it is (usually) wrong to kill people? Most people
would cite things like the harm that killing does to a person and his or her loved ones or
the fundamental obligation to treat other people with respect. Some might say that it’s just
obvious that killing people is wrong, except perhaps in very special circumstances, such as
self-defense. But according to cultural relativism, none of those things matter—at least, not
in any fundamental way. What makes it wrong for you to kill someone, according to cultural
relativism, is that your culture believes that it is wrong—or, at least, that it has some beliefs
(e.g., about treating persons with respect) that entail that killing is wrong. If your culture did
not have those beliefs, then according to cultural relativism it would not be wrong for you
to kill people. Because of these implications, many people believe that cultural relativism
is false.
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BAD ARGUMENTS FOR CULTURAL RELATIVISM

Many of the most popular arguments for cultural relativism share the same structure—and the same
flaws—as the arguments for moral subjectivism. For instance, people sometimes try to argue that (nor-
mative) cultural relativism is true because cultures disagree about morality. And some people try to
argue that cultural relativism is true because it (allegedly) promotes tolerance, and we all have an ob-
ligation to tolerate other cultures. But those arguments for cultural relativism fail for the same reason
that they fail as arguments for moral subjectivism—namely, that disagreement about some topic does
not prove that there’s no “fact of the matter” about the topic and that relativism undermines the very
possibility of a universal obligation to tolerate others. See the boxed texts on p. 93 and p. 95 for a closer
look at such arguments.

MORAL REASONING AND CULTURAL RELATIVISM

We can see further difficulties with cultural relativism when we consider what difference it
would make to our moral reasoning if cultural relativism were true. The main difference is
that it would allow arguments that follow patterns like this one:

RELATIVISTIC PATTERN

1. Culture C says that action A is morally permissible.
2. Person P is a member of culture C.
3. Doing A is morally permissible for person P.

You can easily come up with similar patterns for actions that culture C considers morally
wrong, morally obligatory, courageous, cowardly, etc. One way to think of cultural relativ-
ism is as the view that arguments that resemble RELATIVISTIC PATTERN are generally—maybe
even always—cogent. Is that kind of cultural relativism tenable?

One problem with RELATIVISTIC PATTERN is that it imposes no limits on what action A can
be. If a culture approves of genocide, slavery, human sacrifice, forced religious conversion,
honor killings of rape victims, “reeducation” of people with deviant moral beliefs, or liter-
ally anything else, then according to cultural relativism, those actions will be permissible—
maybe even obligatory—for members of that culture. Consider, for instance, the Aztec
practice of human sacrifice: The Aztecs, who once dominated what is now central Mexico,
would kill people and remove their hearts as part of their religious rituals. Although it’s hard
to know for sure, scholars estimate that the Aztecs probably sacrificed tens of thousands of
people each year. Cultural relativists would have to say that the Aztecs were morally permit-
ted to perform those sacrifices because their culture approved of doing so. When the Span-
ish conquistador Herndn Cortés arrived at the edge of the Aztec empire in 1519, however,
he and his fellow Spaniards did not approve of human sacrifice. So he resolved to conquer
the Aztecs, force them to convert to Catholicism, and put an end to their practice of human
sacrifice. The cultural relativist would also have to say that Cortés was right to conquer and
convert the Aztecs, since his culture approved of doing so. In short, the cultural relativist
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must accept practices as shocking as human sacrifice and the violent suppression of such
practices. Many people find that hard to accept, and so they reject cultural relativism.

Nor are cultural relativism’s difficulties limited to cases of cross-cultural disagreement.
Cultural relativism creates problems for thinking about disagreements or inconsistencies
within a single culture’s moral code. To see why, consider the following adaptation of an
argument that the abolitionist Frederick Douglass gave in 1852 in his famous speech, “What
to a Slave Is the Fourth of July?”

AGAINST SLAVERY

1. American culture says that it is wrong for one person to oppress another.
2. Holding someone as a slave is a form of oppressing that person.
.. 3. It is morally forbidden for Americans to hold slaves.

Douglass’s argument resembles RELATIVISTIC PATTERN, even if it doesn’t follow it exactly: it
draws a conclusion about the morality of some action (namely, slaveholding) from a prem-
ise about the moral beliefs of a culture (namely, mid-nineteenth-century American culture).
Notice, though, that the conclusion is the exact opposite of what many Americans believed
in 1852—and therefore the exact opposite of what cultural relativism might seem to entail
about slaveholding in the United States in 1852! Thus, it might seem that cultural relativism
entails that slaveholding both was and was not morally permissible for Americans in 1852.
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WHICH CULTURE IS “YOUR CULTURE”? WHAT DOES IT BELIEVE?

Each of us belongs to many different cultures, many of which overlap. To which culture did Freder-
ick Douglass belong, for instance? American culture generally? The culture of antebellum Maryland?
African American culture? All of these? And would different answers to that question yield different
conclusions about the morality of slavery for Douglass? For another example, think of the Italian Amer-
ican New York mobsters depicted in films like The Godfather or Goodfellas. Are their moral obligations
determined by the moral beliefs of American culture at large? By the moral beliefs of New Yorkers? By
the moral beliefs of Italian Americans in New York City? Or by the moral code of the mafia? What about
pacifist Quakers in rural Pennsylvania? Is it morally forbidden for them to fight in wars, even though
they are members of American society, and American culture as a whole regards fighting in wars as
permissible—sometimes even praiseworthy? And how large a group does it take to count as “a culture”
anyway? Does your clique of friends count as a culture? Do fraternities and sororities, individually or
collectively, have their own culture? Do American college students constitute a distinct culture? Or
American youth more generally?

Furthermore, even if you could figure out which culture is “your culture,” you might still have ques-
tions about what your culture as a whole believes. If 51 percent of the people who share your culture
believe that abortion is morally forbidden, does that mean that your culture believes it’s forbidden? Or
does it mean that your culture can’t make up its mind? What if most people think it’s forbidden but
“cultural elites” think it’s permissible?

Different cultural relativists will answer these questions differently, yielding slightly different ver-
sions of cultural relativism. In many cases, however, these questions have to be answered before you
can apply cultural relativism to a particular moral issue.




102

CHAPTER 9 « SKEPTICISM, SUBJECTIVISM, AND RELATIVISM

To avoid such contradictions, cultural relativists would have to give some criteria for
deciding which of a culture’s moral beliefs apply to a particular action. One possibility is
that more specific beliefs trump more general beliefs. For instance, the more specific belief
that slaveholding is permissible might trump the more general belief that oppressing people
is forbidden. This is not a terribly attractive position. For one thing, it contradicts the way
we normally think about consistency in the case of individuals: if a slaveholder said that
he personally agreed that oppressing people was wrong and admitted that slaveholding in-
volved oppressing people, we wouldn’t let him off the hook if he just shrugged his shoul-
ders and said that he had a more specific belief that slaveholding was permissible. Logical
consistency would require that he revise at least one of his beliefs. Furthermore, giving
priority to the most specific belief would mean that, even if cultural relativism were true, no
moral argument could be conclusive until we had done enough anthropological or sociologi-
cal research to know that the relevant culture did not already have some belief about the
argument’s conclusion. For instance, even if you had an airtight argument showing that a
culture’s own moral code entailed that it was wrong to kill random people in the street, you
would have to investigate the culture’s specific beliefs about killing random people in the
street to know whether it was really wrong for members of that culture to do so.

The alternative ways of avoiding contradiction involve allowing that, at least sometimes,
more general beliefs trump more specific beliefs. And once we allow that, we must admit
that arguments resembling RELATIVISTIC PATTERN are not generally cogent: from the mere
fact that culture C approves of action A, we can no longer infer that action A is permissible
for members of C. This is because culture C might have other, more general moral beliefs,
that conflict with the belief that action A is permissible—which is precisely what Douglass
showed in the case of antebellum American beliefs about slavery. Thus, on this approach,
figuring out what is really right or wrong for members of some culture requires that we come
up with an internally consistent set of moral beliefs based on the beliefs that the culture actu-
ally has. In short, we would need to figure out what the culture’s beliefs would look like once
they were brought into reflective equilibrium. It’s very hard to know in advance what moral
claims would be included in reflective equilibrium or how much different cultures’ beliefs
would differ after they were all made internally consistent. We can, however, be confident
that they would not be exactly the same as they are now; and so, on philosophically sophisti-
cated forms of cultural relativism, we cannot infer that an action is permissible for members
of some culture simply from the fact that the culture believes it is permissible. Instead, even
a cultural relativist will need to use moral reasoning, starting from moral beliefs that the rel-
evant culture accepts, to try to figure out what is right or wrong for members of that culture.

MORAL REASONING AND MORAL OBJECTIVITY

So far, we have considered the connection between moral reasoning and various kinds of
moral skepticism. We have seen that even if moral subjectivism or cultural relativism is true,
it does not follow that every single one of a person’s or a culture’s moral beliefs is correct
(for that person or for members of that culture). Thus, we would still need to use moral rea-
soning to try to bring our own or others’ beliefs into reflective equilibrium.
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This leaves open some deep and difficult philosophical questions about the objectivity of
morality. Is there some objectively correct set of moral beliefs? If so, does pursuing reflec-
tive equilibrium bring us closer to those objectively correct beliefs? Those questions belong
to the realm of metaethics, which tries to answer questions about the nature of morality and
about moral language and thought. Fortunately, we don’t need to resolve those questions to
reason about particular moral issues. Different metaethical views will affect how we inter-
pret what’s going on when we make moral claims or reason about what to do, but, except for
moral nihilism, they don’t eliminate the need for moral reasoning.

TERMINOLOGY TO KNOW

moral skepticism inconsistent descriptive cultural relativism
moral nihilism reflective equilibrium normative cultural relativism
moral subjectivism cultural relativism metaethics

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Why might someone think that moral nihilism is true? Does moral nihilism have any logical conse-
quences that you find hard to accept?

2. Moral subjectivism undermines the idea that everyone ought to tolerate everyone else. If morality
is objective, does that also undermine the idea that everyone ought to tolerate everyone else? Why
or why not?

3. If you could actually bring your moral beliefs into perfect reflective equilibrium, which of your
current beliefs do you think you would be most likely to keep? Which are you least confident that
you would keep?

4. The ancient Greek historian Herodotus famously tells the story of a meeting in which people from
two different cultures, the Greeks and the Callatians, expressed outrage at the way members of the
other culture disposed of their deceased parents’ bodies. (The Greeks burned their dead, whereas the
Callatians ate them.) Some people interpret the passage as evidence for cultural relativism, either
of the descriptive or the normative kind. Is it good evidence for either kind (or both)? If so, which
kind(s)? (Hint: Think about Confucius’s reason for emphasizing traditional practices!)

CASE STUDIES

See the Note About Case Studies on p. 150 for further instructions.

1. The title character in the film Vera Drake works as a house cleaner for a wealthy family in England
shortly after World War II. She frequently performs small acts of kindness for various people. On
occasion, she also performs illegal abortions, free of charge, to young women whose pregnancies
are a source of great personal difficulty for them (e.g., because they are very young or because the
pregnancy resulted from an affair that they want to keep secret). Vera believes that she is providing
an act of kindness for the women, but because she knows that her actions are illegal and that her
family thinks abortion is morally wrong, she tells almost no one about what she does. Evaluate Vera
Drake’s action of providing secret, illegal abortions, free of charge. Give an argument to support
your evaluation.

2. A 20-year-old woman drowned at a beach in Dubai in 1996 because her father forcibly restrained
lifeguards from rescuing her. The father, who came from some other Asian country that police did
not identify, explained his actions by saying that it would dishonor his daughter for a strange man
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to touch her and that he preferred her to die rather than to lose her honor. Police arrested the man
for preventing the rescue. Evaluate the father’s action of restraining the lifeguards from saving his
daughter’s life. Give an argument to support your evaluation.

. The Japanese town of Taiji has been a center for whaling since the 1600s. Today the town is best

known for its annual dolphin hunting season. Each winter, fishing boats herd small groups of dol-
phins into a cove near Taiji and trap them there. The residents of Taiji then capture the dolphins one
by one, killing most of them for food, using a technique that has been criticized as so cruel that it
would be illegal to use on cattle in a Japanese slaughterhouse. All told, the residents of Taiji kill
or capture about 2,000 dolphins this way each year. Animal rights activists regularly protest the
dolphin hunt outside Japanese embassies and consulates around the world, including in the United
States, calling for an end to the hunt. Evaluate the American protestors’ action of trying to get the
Japanese to end the dolphin hunt. Give an argument to support your evaluation.

. In Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, young Huck Finn promises to help an escaped

slave, Jim, make it to Cairo, Illinois, where Jim would be free. As they near Cairo, Huck begins to
feel guilty about committing what he and his culture believe to be the “sin” of helping Jim escape
from his “rightful owner.” Ultimately, Huck decides not to turn Jim in, despite having opportunities
to do so. Evaluate Huck’s action of helping Jim escape from slavery. Give an argument to support
your evaluation.
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Religion and Moral Reasoning

The hashtag #hajjselfie started trending on Twitter and Instagram in early October 2014.
Young (and not-so-young) Muslim pilgrims used it to document one of the most important
moments in many Muslims’ lives: the pilgrimage to Mecca, known as the hajj, which all
Muslims are required to undertake at least once in their lives, provided they are financially
and physically able to do so. The hajj is so central to Islam that it is included as one of the
so-called “five pillars” of the religion. (The other four are a declaration of faith, daily prayer,
giving to the poor, and fasting during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan.) The Muslim
obligation to perform the hajj exemplifies one of several ways in which religion matters to
moral reasoning—namely, by providing new premises for moral reasoning. In this chapter
we will consider this and other ways that religion relates to moral reasoning.

WHY RELIGION MATTERSTO MORAL REASONING

Religion affects moral reasoning in at least three ways: by providing new premises, by pro-
viding new or additional justification for premises that we (might) accept anyway, and by
asserting non-moral claims (e.g., about the existence or nature of the soul) that have moral
implications. This section will explore each of these topics.

Most religions, if not all, impose specific moral requirements on their followers or explic-
itly grant permission to do particular things. These requirements and permissions can serve
as premises in moral reasoning. Some of these premises, such as the commandment to be
honest or not to commit murder, are quite general and would probably be included in any list
of moral obligations. Others are quite specific, such as the Jewish requirement to circumcise
male infants or the Sikh prohibition against cutting your hair, and people would be unlikely
to think of them as moral obligations if they had not been handed down in religious teach-
ings. And some, such as the Christian commandment to “love the Lord thy God with all thy
heart,” certainly wouldn’t count as moral obligations outside of a religious context. (Why
would you be obligated to love God if God didn’t exist?) For followers of a particular reli-
gion, these kinds of requirements and prohibitions provide important premises in reasoning
about what they should do, even though people who follow other religions (or no religion)
will reject many of the premises.

105



106

CHAPTER 10 « RELIGION AND MORAL REASONING

THE DIVERSITY OF RELIGIOUS TRADITIONS

While people often talk about “what Christians believe” or “what Islam requires,” such claims usually
hide a great deal of diversity within any particular religious tradition. Christianity, for instance, includes
Catholics; Lutherans, Anglicans, Methodists, Baptists, and many other kinds of Protestants; Mormons;
Eastern Orthodox Christians, Syriac Christians, and other Eastern Christians; and more. Islam includes
Sunnis, Shiites, Sufis, and more, each of which encompasses a range of smaller denominations. Judaism
has orthodox, conservative, and reform branches, among others; Buddhism includes both Mahayana
and Theravada branches; and so on. Each of these denominations espouses subtly (or not so subtly)
different versions of their respective religions. For instance, Catholics believe that the Pope is God’s
representative on Earth, whereas other Christians do not. And even when an organized religion takes an
official stance on something, such as contraception or polygamy, some of its followers might believe
differently. For instance, many Mormons disagree with some of the official teachings of the Mormon
Church, many Catholics disagree with the Pope on certain issues, and so on. Finally, when religious
scripture makes a claim, different followers of that religion might interpret that claim differently or give
it more or less weight in their understanding of their religion.

With that in mind, claims about what some religion (or even a particular denomination) believes or
what it requires of its followers should usually be taken as broad generalizations, which do not neces-
sarily reflect the views of all denominations or all followers of that religion.

Religiously based normative premises can also supplement non-religious premises to
help settle thorny moral questions that come up in non-religious contexts. For instance,
questions about the morality of eating meat are not necessarily religious questions. There
are many non-religious arguments for and against the moral permissibility of eating meat.
Because thoughtful people disagree about which of those arguments are stronger, they
disagree about the morality of eating meat. By taking a definite position on eating meat,
a particular religious tradition can help settle the issue for its followers. Hinduism and
Buddhism, for instance, generally prohibit eating meat; Judaism, Christianity, and Islam
explicitly condone it, although with some limitations in the case of Judaism, Catholicism,
and Islam.

What role should such religiously based normative premises play in your moral reason-
ing? Premises based on your own religious beliefs will be acceptable in your reasoning
about what you yourself should do or in your reasoning with others who share your religious
views. But, of course, such premises will carry no weight with those who do not share your
religious views, and so you’ll need to avoid them if you want to provide arguments that are
rationally compelling to people who don’t follow your religion.

In addition to providing new premises for our moral reasoning, religion offers one means
of explaining or justifying normative premises that we would accept anyway, such as the
claim that you ought to be kind to others or that it is wrong to commit adultery. Even if we
accept such claims, we might be curious about exactly why adultery is wrong. Philosophers
have developed various normative theories that bear on that question, but many religious
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traditions offer their own answers, too.! Consider, for instance, the following argument for
the claim that it is wrong to commit adultery:

THOU SHALT NOT COMMIT ADULTERY

1. God commands us not to commit adultery.
2. You are obligated to obey God’s commands.
.". 3. You are obligated not to commit adultery.

Premise (1) in THOU SHALT NOT COMMIT ADULTERY is a common belief in many theistic reli-
gions. Premise (2), of course, might need some further justification, which different tradi-
tions provide in different ways. Within Christian traditions, for instance, people have argued
that each of us is obligated to obey God out of a debt of gratitude or in deference to God’s au-
thority over us. Given arguments like these, Christianity and other theistic religions provide

OBJECTIVE OBLIGATION vs. SUBJECTIVE OBLIGATION

When you are evaluating the actions of people with very different religious beliefs, you may sometimes
find it useful to distinguish between two senses of obligation, which moral philosophers call objective
obligation and subjective obligation. Roughly, someone’s objective obligation is simply what he or
she is obligated to do, given the way things actually are, whereas someone’s subjective obligation is
what he or she would be obligated to do, if things were the way he or she believed them to be. When all
of a person’s (relevant) beliefs are correct, then his or her subjective obligation and objective obligation
will be the same. But when a person holds false beliefs, his or her subjective obligation can sometimes
differ from his or her objective obligation.

This distinction allows you to draw nuanced conclusions about people who act on sincere beliefs
that you believe or know to be false. For instance, in the Game of Thrones series, Catelyn Stark is
led to believe that Tyrion Lannister hired an assassin to murder her son. Therefore, she is (arguably)
subjectively obligated to arrest Tyrion and bring him to justice. It turns out, however, that she has
been misled and is acting on a false belief; Tyrion did not hire the assassin. So, given the way things
actually are, Catelyn is not objectively obligated to arrest Tyrion.* (At the time, of course, Catelyn
cannot possibly know that. That’s why this distinction is only useful in evaluating other people’s ac-
tions or your own past actions.)

In evaluating the actions of people with different religious beliefs, this distinction enables you to
express the idea that, although you don’t think they are obligated to do something (e.g., make a pilgrim-
age to Mecca or go door-to-door trying to convert others to their religion), you can understand why they
believe themselves to be obligated to do so.

*George R. R. Martin, A Game of Thrones (New York: Bantam, 1996).

ITo read more about philosophical theories that answer such questions, see Chapters 11 and 12.
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reasons for accepting common normative premises, especially those about moral obliga-
tions. Nontheistic religions, such as most Buddhist traditions, can provide other kinds of
arguments for common normative premises.

Religious teachings also affect moral reasoning in a less obvious way. Besides issuing
moral commands, religions make non-moral claims that have important moral implications.
For instance, many theistic religions claim that God created the universe and everything
in it, including you. This is a non-normative claim about the origin of the world, but it has
moral implications. Many religious believers argue that because God created you, you owe
God gratitude or obedience. (This is one way that people argue for the second premise in
THOU SHALT NOT COMMIT ADULTERY.) But other religions, such as Buddhism, do not include a
creator God and so will need other reasons to think that you ought to obey those religions’
moral requirements. Those reasons often rest on non-moral claims about the way the world
is or the way it works.

To take another example, different religious teachings about the nature of the soul and the
afterlife have profound moral implications. One particularly vivid way to see this difference
is to consider a moral doctrine known as ethical egoism. Ethical egoism is the view that each
person ought always to pursue his or her own self-interest. This isn’t to say that you should
never take others’ interests into account. It’s just to say that you should act for others’ benefit
only when doing so benefits yourself. Since it will generally be to your benefit to have other
people like you and think well of you, it might seem that egoism requires you to be selfish,
but in a manipulative and deceitful way that prevents others from realizing that you are only
looking out for yourself. In particular, egoism seems to require that, when you can get away
with it, you sometimes ought to do things, such as stealing, that are generally considered
immoral. And if we ignore all religious claims about the way the world is, that might really
be what egoism requires of us.

What would the egoist say, though, in light of the claims that each individual has a dis-
tinct, immortal soul that will enjoy (or endure) an eternal afterlife, and that the quality of
that afterlife depends on the individual’s actions in this life? (These claims, of course, are
common in Christian and Islamic traditions.) If those claims are true, the greatest benefit you
can get for yourself is a good afterlife, since that benefit will last forever. From an egoistic
perspective, then, you ought to be willing to do anything to ensure a good afterlife—even
if that means living a life of great sacrifice and suffering in this world. In fact, the most
self-interested thing you can possibly do in these circumstances is to adhere to the moral
requirements of your religion as closely as you can. (This is not to say that religious virtue
is selfish. Religious virtue will require acting for the benefit of others. Nor is it to say that
Western views of the soul entail ethical egoism. They don’t. It’s just to say that, given many
Western views of the soul and the afterlife, it turns out to be in your own interest, narrowly
construed, to be virtuous.) So, for the person who believes in an eternal afterlife whose qual-
ity depends on one’s behavior in life, ethical egoism requires a life of religious virtue.

By contrast, consider how Buddhist teachings affect ethical egoism. One of the central
teachings of Buddhism is the doctrine of anatman, which is usually translated as “no-self”
or “non-self.” Roughly, the idea is that what you think of as your “self” is really an illusion.
To get a sense of what this means, think about a movie being projected onto a wall. For each
frame, the projector projects a picture of a person onto the wall. In each frame, the person ap-
pears in a slightly different position, giving the illusion of movement. But there is no actual
person that endures from one frame to the next; it’s just a series of pictures that we perceive
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as forming a single, continuous whole. What you take to be your “self,” in this view, is a bit
like the person in a single frame of that movie: it disappears in an instant, to be replaced by
another, very similar “self” an instant later. With this in mind, consider the following argu-
ment, sometimes attributed to the eighth-century Buddhist philosopher Shantideva:

NON-SELF

1. There is no self.
2. Suffering is not the suffering of anyone in particular.
. 3. “Your” suffering is no more or less important than any other suffering.
4. You ought to be just as concerned about eliminating suffering that is not “yours” as
you are about eliminating “your own” suffering.?

The conclusion of NON-SELF entails that ethical egoism is false, since ethical egoism says that
you should only be concerned about your own interests, whereas NON-SELF concludes that
you should be equally concerned about everyone’s interests (or, at least, their suffering). And
this conclusion is supposed to follow from the non-moral Buddhist claim that there is no self.

This example illustrates the importance of non-moral religious claims in moral reasoning.
Claims about the nature of the self are not moral claims. They’re claims about the way the
world really is. Given a non-religious Western perspective on the nature of the self, ethical
egoism might seem to require deceit, manipulation, and perhaps the occasional act of theft
(or worse). Given views of the soul and the afterlife common to many Western religions,
however, ethical egoism seems to require a life of religious virtue. And given Buddhist views
of the illusory nature of the self, ethical egoism is false—maybe even nonsensical.

In summary, religious thought provides several kinds of additional premises that are useful
in moral reasoning: It provides additional normative premises that you would not or might
not have accepted without religious support. It provides ways of justifying normative claims
that you (or many others) would have accepted anyway. And it provides non-normative
claims, such as claims about the nature of the self or the origin of the universe, that have
important moral implications.

WHY MORAL REASONING MATTERSTO RELIGIOUSTHOUGHT

Some people wonder why they need moral reasoning at all, since their religion already tells
them how to live. There are at least three ways in which moral reasoning is still important,
even for those whose religions give very explicit instructions about how to live.

The first and most obvious way that moral reasoning is important is in applying religious
teachings to everyday life. Religious teachings tend to be fairly general, and people might
disagree or be puzzled about exactly how to apply them in particular cases. For instance,
what exactly does the Christian commandment to “love thy neighbor as thyself” require of
a Christian who comes across a homeless man asking for help? Should she give the man

2For a presentation and discussion of this argument, see Stephen Harris, “Does Andatman Really Entail Altruism? On Bodhivaryavatara
8:101-103,” Journal of Buddhist Ethics 18 (2011): n.p.
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money? Should she provide him with food, clothing, or shelter? Should she donate her time
or money to churches, non-profits, or other programs that provide those things? Or to pro-
grams that would help the man become able to care for himself? Answering these questions
requires both interpretation of religious teachings and a bit of moral reasoning about what
kinds of things are good, what counts as treating someone in a loving way, what other reli-
gious commandments might be relevant, and so on.

The second way in which moral reasoning matters to religious thought is more abstract.
Moral reasoning can help religious people understand why their religion (or some other
religion) requires or prohibits certain things. That is, it can help them understand their reli-
gion’s moral teachings (or those of another religion) more deeply. Consider, for instance, the
prohibition on suicide, which is found in nearly every major religion. Some religions, such
as Islam, explicitly forbid suicide. In other religions, such as Christianity and Buddhism,
suicide is taken to violate a more general rule against killing people. But because killing
yourself seems importantly different from killing someone else, one might wonder why these
religions condemn suicide. The twelfth-century philosopher Thomas Aquinas, one of the
great theologians and philosophers of the Catholic tradition, offers the following reasoning:

AGAINST SUICIDE

1. Every organism naturally loves itself and seeks to keep itself intact.

2. Suicide is contrary to nature.

3. People should not act contrary to nature.

4. Every person is obligated to show charity (roughly, love and respect) for all persons,
including himself.

Suicide manifests a lack of charity toward oneself.

*. 6. It is morally forbidden to commit suicide.’

e

Premise (3) and, to a lesser extent, premise (4) are controversial, but both could be justified
on either religious or non-religious grounds. Thus, AGAINST SUICIDE provides a way for
everyone—Catholic or not—to understand the common religious prohibition on suicide.
These sorts of arguments show that (at least many) religious commandments are not just
arbitrary commands or requirements—there are good reasons for them.

This kind of argument also hints at the third way in which moral reasoning is important
for religious people: it provides a way to find common ground with people of other faiths
or of no faith. By reasoning from non-religious normative premises—or, at least, from nor-
mative premises that are accepted by many different faiths—people with different religious
views can seek agreement about controversial moral issues. If you can provide a compelling
argument for a moral claim, based entirely on normative premises that are independent of
any particular religion, then you have a much better chance of convincing people who do not
share your religious views. This is especially important in a pluralistic society that contains
people from many different religions. In such a society, religiously based reasoning may be
helpful in deciding for yourself what to believe about morality, but it is far less helpful in
reaching an agreement with others about what is right or wrong. This is why it is important,
especially in a pluralistic society, to learn to reason from non-religiously based normative
premises, as we do in the rest of this book.

3Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica 11.ii.64.5.
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DIVINE COMMAND THEORY AND THE EUTHYPHRO DILEMMA

Does morality come from God? If there were no God, would “everything be permitted,” as the Russian
author Fyodor Dostoevsky says in The Brothers Karamazov? Some religious people think so. They hold
a view known as divine command theory. This is the view that morality is identical with what God
commands, much as the law is identical with what the government commands. Divine command theory
entails that if there is no God, and so no divine commands, then there is no morality.

Many religious people reject divine command theory, as do most non-religious people. They
believe that moral rules would apply with or without God’s commands or even existence. One
philosophical argument against divine command theory is known as the Euthyphro dilemma,
because it is based on a similar argument that appears in the Euthyphro, a dialogue written by the
ancient Greek philosopher Plato.

To understand the Euthyphro dilemma, it will help to start with a seemingly unrelated example.
Think about the coach of the U.S. Olympic men’s basketball team choosing players for the team. Let’s
agree, at least for the sake of argument, that he is going to pick the best male players possible. But are
those players the best because the coach picked them? Or did he pick them because they’re the best?
Those might sound like two ways of saying the same thing, but they’re not. The first option—that
they’re the best because the coach picked them—means that anybody the coach picked would have
automatically been one of the best players; he could have picked Donald Trump, Elon Musk, and Justin
Bieber, and those three would, as a result of being chosen, have been three of the best basketball players
in the world. But that’s obviously silly. A basketball player’s ability is not determined by the coach’s
choosing him; rather, the coach chooses him because of his ability.

The Euthyphro dilemma, as applied to the connection between God and morality, starts from the
assumption that God has commanded us to do what is right. The question is whether those things are
right because God commands them or whether God commands them because they are right. Divine
command theory says that they are right because God commands them. But many worry that this
view makes God’s commands arbitrary. It entails that if God had commanded us to rape, pillage,
and murder, then those things would have been obligatory rather than forbidden. Furthermore, this
view makes it hard to provide a non-circular reason to think that we are obligated to obey God’s
commands, since that would just amount to saying that God commands us to obey God’s commands.
Because of these two problems, many religious people conclude that God commanded the things he
did because they are right, just as the Olympic coach picked his players because they were good. But
if that’s the case, then those actions are right independently of God’s commanding them, just as the
basketball players are good independently of the coach’s choosing them. That is, they conclude that
divine command theory is false; there is some deeper—or at least additional—reason that some ac-
tions are right and some are wrong.

None of this is to say that God is irrelevant to morality. Even if you accept that God commanded
what he did because those actions were right independently of God’s commands, you can still think that
God plays an important role in providing moral knowledge and moral motivation. You can even believe
that God provides additional commandments or generates further moral obligations that would not exist
without God. The point of the Euthyphro dilemma is to show that morality exists independently of God
and so can be (at least partly) understood and appreciated even by people who disagree about the nature
or existence of God.
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TERMINOLOGY TO KNOW

objective obligation divine command theory Euthyphro dilemma
subjective obligation

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Can you think of other ways in which religious claims matter to moral reasoning, besides those
listed in this chapter? What about other ways in which moral reasoning can help religious people
in contemporary society?

2. What is another example, besides the ones given in this chapter, of a non-moral religious claim that
makes a difference in people’s reasoning about a moral issue?

3. How might a defender of divine command theory respond to the Euthyphro dilemma? Do you find
that response convincing? Why or why not?

4. Is the use of religious teachings in morality a form of cultural relativism? Why or why not?

CASE STUDIES

See the Note About Case Studies on p. 150 for further instructions. For these case studies
in particular, you might find it helpful to distinguish between subjective and objective
obligations.

1. Although songwriter Thao Nguyen’s grandfather was cruel to his wife for years, their social cir-
cumstances made it impossible for her to divorce him. So for twenty years Nguyen’s grandmother
fought back the only way she could, by giving him the silent treatment. For two decades, though she
cleaned and cooked and cared for him, she never said a word to him. Then Nguyen’s grandfather
fell sick and was admitted to the hospital. The doctors said that he didn’t have long to live. Since
Nguyen’s grandparents were Catholic, her grandfather’s family called a Catholic priest to the hospi-
tal to administer the last rites, which include a confession of sins. Since Nguyen’s grandfather could
no longer speak, the priest asked her grandmother to list her husband’s sins so that the priest could
absolve him of them. Nguyen’s grandmother refused to tell him, even when the priest explained
that unless he knew what her husband had done, he could not absolve his sins, and that if he did not
absolve his sins, the man would go to hell. Evaluate Nguyen’s grandmother’s action of refusing to
list her husband’s sins, despite the priest’s warning that her husband would go to hell if she refused.
Construct an argument to support your evaluation.

2. The Shia branch of Islam allows people to enter into temporary marriage contracts, which last a
fixed amount of time. (The other main denomination, Sunni Islam, prohibits such temporary mar-
riages.) Because the contracts require that the husband give his bride a gift or dowry, some people
regard such temporary marriages as a form of prostitution. Since Islam prohibits the kinds of roman-
tic and sexual relationships that are common between young people in modern Britain, however,
some young British Muslims are using temporary marriage contracts for a different purpose: when
two young people want to date each other, they sign a temporary marriage contract, which allows
them to get around the religious ban on dating in the modern British sense of the term. If the rela-
tionship works out, they can marry permanently. Evaluate the British Muslims’ practice of using
temporary marriage contracts as a way of dating. Construct an argument to support your evaluation.

3. The Aztecs dominated what is now central Mexico from the 1300s through the early 1500s. They
believed that the gods required human sacrifices. More specifically, Aztec religion held that if the
Aztecs did not provide human sacrifices, the gods would destroy the world and all of humanity.
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(According to Aztec mythology, the gods had done this several times before, recreating the world
each time.) To satisfy the gods’ demands, the Aztecs are thought to have sacrificed thousands of
people each year, including prisoners and slaves. Evaluate the Aztecs’ practice of sacrificing people
as part of their religious rituals. Construct an argument to defend your evaluation.

. Philosopher Margaret Battin once answered her front door to find three college students outside.
They were on a scavenger hunt. Happy to help, Battin supplied them with various odds and ends,
such as a length of blue thread and a road map. Eventually, it came out that the students were from
the Campus Crusade for Christ, and their real motivation for visiting Battin’s house was to try to
find people whom they could convert to Christianity. The scavenger hunt was just a ruse designed to
make people more willing to have a conversation with the students. Evaluate the students’ action of
going door-to-door and using the scavenger hunt as a pretext for trying to convert people to Chris-
tianity. Construct an argument for support your evaluation.
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In the film Slumdog Millionaire, two orphaned brothers, Jamal and Salim, band together
with a girl named Latika to fend for themselves in the bustling streets of Mumbai, India. A
man named Maman takes them in, but he turns out to be a gangster who forces the orphans to
work for him as child beggars. When Salim learns that Maman plans to cut out Jamal’s eyes
because “blind [beggars] earn double,” Salim helps Jamal to escape. Latika tries to flee with
them, but Salim, who dislikes Latika, deliberately leaves her behind. Some years later, Jamal
and Salim return to look for Latika in Mumbai, where they learn that Maman is preparing
her for a life of prostitution. They confront Maman and rescue Latika.'

Salim and Jamal pretty clearly did the right thing in returning to rescue Latika, but even
people who agree about that might disagree about why it was morally right.> Was it because
their action had good consequences? Was it because they were making amends for leaving
her behind? Was it because confronting Maman required great courage? Or was it for some
other reason?

Answering these questions brings us to matters of normative ethics, which is the part
of moral philosophy that aims to develop general theories about which actions or things
are right or good. Normative ethics contrasts with applied ethics or practical ethics, which
focuses on what (kinds of) actions one ought to do (or not do) in particular circumstances.
Normative ethics not only provides you with a deeper understanding of ethics, it can some-
times help resolve particularly difficult moral problems.

This chapter examines the three normative theories that have received the most attention
in recent Western philosophy: consequentialism, deontology, and virtue ethics. Note that
when we focus on distinguishing the theories from one another, we will emphasize ways
in which they disagree with one another, but that in many cases—perhaps most—all three
theories would yield the same conclusion about what you ought to do, even if they disagree
about why you ought to do it.

"Danny Boyle, Slumdog Millionaire (Burbank, CA: Warner Bros., 2009).
2If you’ve seen the movie, you may remember that after rescuing Latika, Salim kills Maman. That was, arguably, morally wrong.
But since it wasn’t a necessary part of rescuing Latika, we’ll focus here just on the brothers’ action of rescuing her.
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Consequentialism

CONSEQUENTIALISM

According to one kind of normative theory, morality is fundamentally about making the
world a better place. This kind of theory, known as consequentialism, says that the rightness
or wrongness of an action depends, ultimately, on the effects of that action or on the effects
of something related to the action, such as a rule that permits the action. Consequentialism
comes in so many varieties that it is best to think of it as a family of theories, tied together
by a focus on the goodness or badness of consequences.

The most famous variety of consequentialism, known as act utilitarianism, provides a
good introduction to this family of theories. Act utilitarianism is the view that an action is
right if it maximizes the total amount of happiness in the world, counting everyone’s hap-
piness equally; otherwise, it is wrong. Traditionally, act utilitarians understand happiness as
pleasure and the absence of pain. So, if you could perform several different actions right now,
the morally right action would be the one that leads to the greatest overall balance of pleasure
over pain, taking everyone’s pleasure and pain into account; the other actions would be wrong.

To see how this works, consider Jamal and Salim’s actions in Slumdog Millionaire. To sim-
plify things, suppose that when they find out where Latika is, they have just two options: they
can rescue Latika themselves or they can give up, leaving her as Maman’s captive. Also for
simplicity, let us assume that they are very confident that they can rescue Latika if they decide
to do so.? To determine which of these options is the morally right one, act utilitarianism tells
us to consider the effects of their possible actions on the happiness of everyone affected. The
consequences of each option are summarized in Table 11.1, making some assumptions about
what would happen in each case and how it would affect various people’s happiness.

TABLE 11.1

Summary of Consequences from Each of the Brothers” Two Options

Option 1:
Rescue Latika

Option 2:
Leave Latika with Maman

Reunite with Latika, which

Never see Latika again, and always feel

Jamal’s brother

it would make Jamal very happy bad that she got left behind
Rescue Latika, which would Never see Latika again, and perhaps feel
Salim, make Salim proud but not affect | a little bit of guilt about having left her

his happiness that much one way
or the other

behind

Escape from her brutal captor

Suffer greatly under Maman’s control for

the gangster

Latik . o . .
R s and a life of forced prostitution, | many years, while being forced to work as
o big s making her much happier for the | a prostitute
childhood friend e PP P
rest of her life
Lose Latika, leading to tempo- Earn some additional income from Latika’s
Maman,

rary anger and a minor loss of
income

forced prostitution, making him slightly

happier than he would otherwise be
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3In many important decisions, uncertainty about the consequences of your action plays an important role. To learn more about
handling uncertainty, see Chapter 4.
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Rescuing Latika would make Latika and Jamal very happy, and it would make Salim
somewhat happier, too. It would make Maman less happy, but not so much that it would out-
weigh the gains to Latika and Jamal. (Notice that, because it requires us to count everyone’s
happiness equally, act utilitarianism requires us to take Maman’s happiness into account,
too, no matter how awful we think he is or how much we think he deserves to lose the income
he would earn from Latika’s prostitution.) Leaving Latika with Maman would make Maman
slightly happier, but it would greatly reduce Latika’s happiness for the rest of her life, and it
would make both Jamal and Salim somewhat less happy. When we “add together” the gains
and losses in everyone’s happiness in each scenario, we see that rescuing Latika creates
much more happiness than it destroys, whereas leaving her with Maman creates a great loss
in happiness on balance. Thus, of the two options, rescuing Latika creates more happiness
overall, taking into account both gains and losses. So, according to act utilitarianism, rescu-
ing Latika is the right thing to do, and leaving her with Maman would be wrong.

In this particular case, act utilitarianism entails a fairly uncontroversial answer. In other
cases, however, act utilitarianism has very surprising implications. In a famous example, you
are asked to imagine that you have time to rescue exactly one of two people from a burning
building. One person is someone who does a tremendous amount of good for society—say, a
brilliant cancer researcher—and the other person is your mother (who, let’s assume, is a per-
fectly nice person but does only a normal amount of good for society).* Many people think
it would be permissible, if not required, for you to save your mother rather than the cancer
researcher, but because act utilitarianism requires you to count everyone’s happiness equally,
it entails that you are morally required to rescue the cancer researcher and leave your mother
to burn. Act utilitarianism is therefore sometimes described as being “too demanding.”

In other cases, act utilitarianism sometimes seems like it’s not demanding enough. For in-
stance, act utilitarianism implies that it is sometimes permissible to do things that strike most
people as obviously wrong, such as framing innocent people for crimes, discreetly killing
people to harvest their organs for needy transplant patients, and so on. Because many people
think that a normative theory should respect our considered judgments about which things
are right or wrong, these shocking conclusions lead many people to reject act utilitarianism.

One response to these worries is to adopt a different kind of consequentialism, known as
rule utilitarianism. Rule utilitarianism is the view that, instead of focusing on particular
actions, we should consider the consequences of having this or that set of rules for society.
An action is right if and only if it is allowed (or required) by the rules whose adoption would
create the most happiness overall, counting everyone’s happiness equally.’

The story of Robin Hood illustrates the contrast between act utilitarianism and rule utili-
tarianism. Assume that when Robin Hood stole from the rich to give to the poor, he increased
his beneficiaries’ happiness more than he decreased his victims’ happiness. Act utilitarianism

“The inspiration for this example comes from William Godwin, An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, and Its Influence on
General Virtue and Happiness, Vol. 1 (London: G. G. & J Robinson, 1793), 126-28.

3Certain ways of spelling out rule utilitarianism turn out to “collapse” it into act utilitarianism. That is, on certain ways of specify-
ing how rule utilitarianism works, it permits and requires exactly the same things that act utilitarianism does. See David Lyons,
Forms and Limits of Utilitarianism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965), 62—118. But this doesn’t mean that a// forms of rule utili-
tarianism collapse into act utilitarianism, partly for the reasons explained at the end of Chapter 4. See Lyons, 136ff; John C.
Harsanyi, “Rule Utilitarianism and Decision Theory,” Erkenntnis 11 (1977); and Brad Hooker, Ideal Code, Real World: A Rule-
Consequentialist Theory of Morality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 93-99.
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would entail that Robin Hood acted rightly. A rule utilitarian, however, would consider the
rule that allows people to steal from the rich to give to the poor. As the philosopher David
Hume argues, rules that enforce strict property rights create enormous benefits for society:
when society follows such rules, people feel less anxious about their belongings; they don’t
have to spend as much money on security; they invest their resources in productive ways,
without worrying that the fruits of their investment would be taken from them; and so on.
The result, Hume argues, is more overall happiness than would exist in a society whose rules
allowed people to steal other people’s possessions.°

There are other variations on consequentialism, too. For instance, some variations define
the good differently (e.g., as preference-satisfaction rather than pleasure), while others con-
sider something other than the sum total of happiness (e.g., such as the average level of hap-
piness). Many of these variations are designed to help bring utilitarianism more in line with
ordinary moral judgments.

There is one further distinction to keep in mind when thinking about consequentialism.
All consequentialists are committed to the idea that what ultimately makes an action right or
wrong is its connection to some kind of consequences (e.g., of the action itself, of the rules
that allow it, etc.). Producing the best effects is therefore said to be the criterion of rightness
for an action (or rule, etc.). Some consequentialists go further and say that when you are
thinking about what to do, you should reason explicitly in terms of the effects of your actions
(or of the effects of the adoption of a set of rules, etc.). Other consequentialists argue that you
will bring about the best consequences if you usually reason in terms of obligations, virtues,
relationships, or other values. The philosopher Peter Railton, for instance, argues that people
will bring about the most happiness in the long run if they value their friends and family for
their own sakes, rather than simply seeing relationships as a means to creating happiness.’

In short, consequentialism begins from the idea that morality is about making the world a
better place. When it comes to put that idea into practice, however, there are many different
consequentialist theories, each of which recommends a different way of figuring out what
to do.

DEONTOLOGY

According to another kind of normative theory, morality is fundamentally about fulfilling
your duties or obligations. This kind of theory, known as deontology, says that the right-
ness or wrongness of an action depends on its conformity with the moral rules—that is, on
whether it violates the rules that specify the agent’s moral obligations.

Contemporary deontology comes in two main varieties, which are sometimes called Ros-
sian deontology and Kantian deontology, after the twentieth-century British philosopher
W. D. Ross and the eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant, respectively.
We will explore each of these two types below.

%David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature 3.2.2.
"Peter Railton, “Alienation, Consequentialism, and the Demands of Morality,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 13 (1984): 134-71.
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Rossian Deontology

Rossian deontology is the view that we have several basic prima facie obligations (e.g.,
to keep our promises, to avoid harming people), which are irreducible and unorderable. To
unpack this definition, we need to understand what a prima facie obligation is and what it is
for obligations to be irreducible and unorderable.

Let’s start with the idea of a prima facie obligation. The Latin phrase prima facie (pro-
nounced PREE-ma FAY-sha) literally means “on first appearance.” The philosophical term
prima facie obligation (or, equivalently, prima facie duty) doesn’t quite follow the literal
meaning, though. To say that you have a prima facie obligation to do something is, roughly,
to say that you ought to do that thing unless some other, more important obligation requires
you to do something else.® Ross himself articulated five kinds of prima facie obligations:
fidelity (promise-keeping); reparation (making amends for harms we have done); gratitude
(showing gratitude to our benefactors); beneficence (promoting good outcomes); and non-
maleficence (not harming others).” The idea that these are prima facie obligations matters
because in any given situation, you might have a number of prima facie obligations that
conflict with one another. The most important obligation in some particular situation is said
to be your “all-things-considered obligation” in that situation. That’s the obligation that you
ought, ultimately, to satisfy in that situation.

An example will help clarify the idea of a prima facie obligation. In Victor Hugo’s novel
Les Misérables, which was later turned into a musical and then a film, the poor peasant Jean
Valjean steals a loaf of bread to feed his widowed sister and her seven starving children.!? In
doing so, he satisfies his prima facie obligation to promote good outcomes (by feeding his
starving family), but he also violates his prima facie obligation not to harm others (by stealing
from the baker who baked the bread). The idea of a prima facie obligation is that each of these
obligations is a real obligation; the obligation not to harm others doesn’t magically disappear
just because Valjean has no other way to satisfy his obligation to promote good outcomes.
Rather, both obligations are real, even if one is ultimately more important than the other.

Of course, in cases where you have only one prima facie obligation or where your prima
facie obligations do not conflict, there’s no puzzle about what you ought to do. Your prima
facie obligation(s) just is (or are) your “all-things-considered” obligation(s).

The concepts of irreducible and unorderable obligations are easier to understand than that
of prima facie obligation. Rossian basic obligations are irreducible in the sense that none
of these basic duties can be reduced to or explained in terms of any simpler principle. We
cannot explain our obligation to keep our promises, for instance, as a special case of our obli-
gation to avoid harming people, since sometimes breaking a promise does not harm anyone.
Rather, we ought to keep our promises just because they are promises. Rossian basic duties
are unorderable in the sense that it is impossible to create an ordering or hierarchy of obliga-
tions that tells us when one kind of obligation takes priority over another. For instance, the
obligation to avoid harming people usually takes priority over the obligation to help people,
but as the example from Les Misérables suggests, this is not always the case.

8While Ross uses the expression “prima facie,” some later philosophers use the expression “pro tanto” (“to that extent”) instead.
The expressions “prima facie obligation” and “pro tanto obligation” are now used interchangeably in moral philosophy.

W. D. Ross, The Right and the Good (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1930). Also see Chapter 3 of this book for Robert Audi’s
expanded list of Rossian obligations.

0Victor Hugo, Les Misérables (New York: Random House, 2000 [1862]), 73.
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Kantian Deontology

The most famous deontological theory derives from Immanuel Kant. Like all deontologists,
Kant is interested in finding rules that tell us how to live.

Some rules are what Kant calls hypothetical imperatives. You can think of an impera-
tive, roughly, as a rule that tells you what to do. A hypothetical imperative is a rule that tells
you what to do in the hypothetical situation where you want to accomplish some particular
goal. (To say that a situation is hypothetical is to say that we are just supposing that it’s true,
without worrying about whether it really is true.) That is, it tells you what you should do if
you want to achieve that goal. Here, for instance, is a hypothetical imperative: if you want to
go to Antarctica, then you ought to take a boat or a plane. These imperatives don’t assume
that you actually want to go to Antarctica. They’re just telling you what you should do in the
hypothetical situation where you wanted to go there. We say that a particular hypothetical
imperative “applies” to you—that is, it tells you what to do—if you happen to have the goal
mentioned in the rule.

According to Kant, however, the rules of morality are not supposed to be hypotheti-
cal imperatives. The rules of morality are supposed to apply to everyone, independent of
their particular goals, desires, preferences, and so on. A rule that applies to everyone inde-
pendently of their goals is called a categorical imperative. (The term “categorical” here
means “unconditional,” “definite,” or “conclusive,” as opposed to hypothetical imperatives,
which are conditional on your having some particular goal.) This raises an obvious ques-
tion, though. Are there any such rules? What rule could possibly apply to everyone, all the
time, regardless of what they want?

Kant reasons that any rule that applies to you independently of your goals and desires will
automatically apply to everyone. After all, a hypothetical imperative applies to some people
but not to others precisely because people’s goals and desires differ. So, the key to finding
a categorical imperative is finding a rule that applies independently of a person’s particular
goals and desires.

Kant says that there is exactly one such rule. The rule, which requires a bit of explana-
tion, is that you should act only on a maxim that could be universalized without leading to a
contradiction in your own will. Understanding this rule requires understanding three things:
what Kant means by “maxim,” what it means to universalize a maxim, and when universal-
izing a maxim leads to a contradiction in your own will. Unfortunately, it’s not entirely
clear what Kant means by any of these things, and so different philosophers offer different
interpretations. The interpretation offered in this chapter is a standard one, but it is just one
of several ways of interpreting Kant’s ethics.

When you perform an action, the maxim of your action is, roughly, the principle that
specifies your personal reason for performing that action. Some maxims are very general.
For instance, you might act from “the maxim of self-love,” which says that you will act in
your own interest in order to promote your own happiness. Other maxims are fairly specific.
For instance, a cashier might act from the maxim of giving correct change in order to avoid
having customers complain to the store manager. Notice that each of these examples speci-
fies both what you are doing and why you are doing it. That is, they describe both the action
that you are doing and your reason for doing it. Thus, someone who does the same thing but
for a different reason—such as someone who acts in his own interest in order to be better
able to provide for his children or a cashier who gives correct change in order to treat her
customers fairly—is acting on a different maxim.
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In asking you to universalize the maxim of your action, Kant is simply asking you to
imagine what would happen if everyone followed that maxim. In other words, he is asking
you to imagine that when you choose to act on your maxim, you are also choosing for your
maxim to become like a universal law of nature: everyone must obey it, much as everyone
must obey the law of gravity.

It’s harder to grasp the idea of being able to universalize your maxim without contradict-
ing your own will. There are two ways that universalizing your maxim can lead to a contra-
diction: In some cases, universalizing the maxim undermines the maxim itself; it defeats the
point of acting on the maxim in the first place. Kant’s famous example here is the maxim,
“I will falsely promise to pay someone back in order to get them to loan me money.” To see
how universalizing this maxim defeats the point of acting on it, imagine that Bart asks Lisa
for a loan, promising to repay it within a year, even though he knows that he won’t be able
to do that. In the actual world, where promises are often sincere, Lisa might believe Bart’s
promise, and so his promise might get her to lend him the money. But if everyone acted on
Bart’s maxim, then a promise to repay a loan would be worthless. Lisa would know that the
promise doesn’t mean anything, because she knows that even someone who had no intention
of repaying the loan would still promise to do so. And so, if the maxim were universalized,
the action described in the maxim (namely, falsely promising to repay a loan) would not
achieve the goal implied in the maxim (namely, getting someone to lend you money). Thus,
if Bart willed for his maxim to be a universal law, he would be willing both that Lisa lends
him the money and that Lisa would refuse to lend him the money. That would be a contradic-
tion in Bart’s will, and so it would violate the categorical imperative.

In other cases, universalizing your maxim might not undermine the maxim itself, but
it might undermine your reason for adopting that maxim. Thinking back to the case from
Slumdog Millionaire, suppose that Salim had adopted the maxim, “I will give up on rescuing
Latika in order to avoid the difficulty and danger of rescuing her.” What reasons might Salim
have for adopting this maxim? One reason, suggested by Kant’s discussion of a similar
maxim,!! is that Salim adopts his maxim out of self-interest, arriving at it via the following
chain of reasoning:

1. I shall promote my self-interest.
2. Avoiding difficult or dangerous activities that only benefit others is in my self-interest.
.. 3. Ishall avoid difficult or dangerous activities that only benefit others.

k’ 1. I shall avoid difficult or dangerous activities that only ben-
efit others.
2. Giving up on rescuing Latika will enable me to avoid a dif-
ficult, dangerous activity that will only benefit others.
.. 3. 1 shall give up on rescuing Latika in order to avoid the
difficulty and danger of rescuing her.

Since the first premise of the second argument comes from the first argument, the final
conclusion (i.e., that Salim shall give up on rescuing Latika) is ultimately based on the first

Kant’s example is a maxim like, “Out of self-interest, I will not help others in need, even when I could easily do so.” It is clear
that Kant thinks this maxim cannot be universalized. Philosophers disagree about exactly how to interpret why Kant thinks this.
Again, the interpretation offered here is just one among many.
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premise of the first argument (i.e., that Salim shall promote his own interests). Since there
is always a possibility that Salim will someday need someone’s help—perhaps in a way that
requires difficult or dangerous actions on that person’s part—establishing a universal law
that no one ever faces difficulty or danger to help someone else would undermine his origi-
nal maxim of acting to promote his own interests. So Salim would be contradicting himself
in a more subtle way if, in addition to willing that he act in his own interests, he also wills
it to be a law of nature that no one ever faces difficulty or danger to help others: for the sake
of promoting his self-interest, he would be willing that everyone acts in a way that would
sometimes threaten his own self-interest.

Many people misunderstand Kant’s point here. The question is not how you would like it
if everyone acted the way you are acting. The question is whether you would end up contra-
dicting your own will if you willed that everyone acted on your maxim. No (rational) person
would want to contradict that person’s own will, and so a rule against contradicting your own
will applies to everyone, regardless of their interests. Thus, it is a categorical imperative. In
fact, since Kant thinks that this is the only rule that applies to everyone, regardless of their
interests, he calls it the categorical imperative.

Confusingly, however, Kant then offers several different versions of the categorical
imperative, claiming that each is just a different “formulation” or way or expressing the
same fundamental rule. The formulation that we’ve just seen—the one that expresses the
categorical imperative in terms of acting only on maxims that you could universalize without
contradiction—is called the Formula of Universal Law.

The most important statement of the categorical imperative, however, is called the For-
mula of Humanity. It says that you should always act so as to treat humanity, whether
in your own person or someone else’s, always as an end-in-itself, and never merely as a
means. Like the Formula of Universal Law, this formulation needs some explanation, and as
before, this explanation has several parts: what Kant means by “humanity . . . in your own
person or someone else’s,” what it is for humanity to be an “end-in-itself,” and what it is to
treat someone “merely as a means.”

While “treating humanity” with respect means treating individual persons with respect,
you will more easily understand the Formula of Humanity if you keep in mind that, accord-
ing to Kant, an individual’s “humanity” comes from his or her capacity to make choices
through rational reflection. So, when the Formula of Humanity tells us to treat humanity as
an end-in-itself, it is saying that we should treat each person’s capacity for rational action
as an end-in-itself.

To say that something is an “end” is to say that it is a goal. If you adopt baking cupcakes
as an end, for instance, your goal is to bake cupcakes. Your choosing that goal gives it value
for you. To say that something is an end-in-itself is to say that it already exists and has value,
independent of your goals. To treat something as an end-in-itself is to adopt a goal of pro-
tecting, promoting, and honoring that thing. Thus, to say that we should treat humanity as
an end-in-itself is to say that we ought to protect, promote, and honor our own and others’
capacity for rational action, regardless of whatever other goals we have. This means, at least,
that we should never act in ways that undermine our own or others’ capacity for rational
action. We can further honor people’s capacity for choosing their own goals by acting to
promote that capacity and by helping them to achieve those goals.

To treat someone as a means is to use them to help you achieve your goals. We all do
this all the time. For instance, when you buy food from someone else, you are using them
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as a means to your own ends. This is not a problem because the person who produced the
food agreed to do so in exchange for money; they consented to participating in your plans.
Kant objects, however, to treating someone merely as a means—that is, treating them as
a mere thing, without any goals or interests of their own. This is usually interpreted as
saying that we must not use people in a way to which they could not possibly give their
free consent. In practice, this means that we may not deceive or coerce people. It is impos-
sible for you to freely consent to do something if you have been deceived about what it is
you’re doing. For instance, in the final scene of Hamlet, Laertes tricks Hamlet into fighting
a lethal duel; Hamlet does not know that Laertes’s sword is tipped with poison.!> And while
Hamlet could, in principle, consent to fighting a lethal duel with poison-tipped swords, he
could not consent to unknowingly fight such a duel, since doing so would require knowing
that the duel involved poison-tipped swords. Similarly, if someone physically forces you
to do something, you haven’t consented, and if someone coerces you into doing something
through threats of some kind, you do not give your free consent, if you have consented at
all. It would be odd, for instance, to say that the victim of a robbery freely consents to the
mugger’s demand for cash.

These requirements are often summarized by saying that the Formula of Humanity re-
quires us to “respect persons.”!3 To respect persons, in this sense, is to refrain from deceiving
or coercing them; to avoid acting in ways that undermine their ability to choose and pursue
their own goals; and, at least sometimes and to some extent, to help promote their capacity
for rational action and to help them achieve the goals they have chosen for themselves. And
that, according to Kant, is the fundamental principle of morality.

VIRTUE ETHICS

The third major normative theory we’ll discuss in this chapter is virtue ethics. It is often
said that if deontology and consequentialism are about which acts you should do, virtue
ethics is about what kind of person you should be. Virtue ethics also has a lot to say about
which actions you should or shouldn’t do, just as deontology and consequentialism do, but
in virtue ethics, what you ought to do follows from the kind of person you ought to be, and
the kind of person you ought to be is closely tied to the idea of living the best life possible
for a human being.

The film The Wolf of Wall Street vividly illustrates some of the key ideas in virtue ethics.
The film’s main character, Jordan Belfort (played by Leonardo DiCaprio), rises from humble
origins to build his own wildly successful company on Wall Street, making himself and his
friends extremely wealthy. He marries the woman of his dreams, buys a mansion outside
New York City, and starts a family, enjoying every luxury money can buy. From the outside,
Belfort seems to be living the American dream; he seems to be living the kind of life that
many parents would want for their children. In fact, however, Belfort is a terrible person

2Hamlet, V.2.

13See Chapter 3 for further discussion of putting the principle of respect for persons into practice.
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whose success rests on dishonest and criminal behavior. He is a selfish, superficial, greedy,
deceitful, arrogant, reckless, self-indulgent, drug-addicted criminal who mistreats his wife
(who had initially been his mistress while he was married to someone else) and exploits his
company’s customers for personal gain.'* He is not the kind of person many people would
want to be or would want their children to be. And even before the law catches up with him,
Belfort is not actually living the kind of life many people would want for their children—or,
upon reflection, for themselves. Despite his superficial success, he is nowhere close to living
the best life possible for a human being.

In ancient Greek philosophy, there was a word for living the best life possible for a
human being: eudaimonia (pronounced you-die-MOH-nia or you-DIE-moh-nia). The word
eudaimonia is very difficult to translate into English. It is sometimes translated as “happi-
ness,” but this is misleading, given the way contemporary English speakers use the word
“happiness.” After all, in one common way of talking about happiness, it would make sense
to say that Belfort was happy, even though he wasn’t living the best life possible for a
human being. A better translation of eudaimonia is “flourishing,” but it is perhaps best not
to translate the word at all. Whatever we call it, eudaimonia plays an important role in many
forms of virtue ethics, because it is, by definition, the best life possible and therefore the
goal around which we ought to organize our lives. And so, for most Western traditions of
virtue ethics, a central question of ethics is what eudaimonia is. That is, what is the best life
possible for a human being?

As the example of Jordan Belfort suggests, one crucial ingredient in eudaimonia is being
an excellent person, which virtue ethicists understand in terms of possessing some or all of
the virtues. A virtue is, very roughly, a character trait that contributes to someone’s being an
excellent person, such as honesty, generosity, or courage, but this simplistic definition needs
a lot of elaboration. To understand the nuances of the concept of a virtue, consider Abraham
Lincoln’s reputation as “Honest Abe.” To know whether Lincoln actually had the virtue of
honesty, we would need to know whether he consistently told the truth—but we would need
to know a lot more, too. Most importantly, we would need to know why he told the truth; we
would need to know what role honesty played in his deliberations about what to do. A lawyer
and politician, such as Lincoln, might tell the truth all the time because he thinks a reputation
for honesty will help him get business or get elected. While such a person performs honest
actions, he does not count as an honest person, as far as virtue ethics is concerned, because a
genuinely honest person values honesty for its own sake. If Lincoln had the virtue of honesty,
he would be honest not merely as a way to get elected, but because he regarded the fact that
something was “the honest thing to do” as a powerful reason for choosing to do it. Further-
more, a truly honest person would approve of others’ acting honestly and would encourage
them to do so. For instance, in his “Notes for a Law Lecture,” Lincoln encourages aspiring
lawyers to “resolve to be honest at all events; and if in your own judgment you cannot be
an honest lawyer, resolve to be honest without being a lawyer.”!> This suggests that Lincoln
really did possess the virtue of honesty: he had a stable disposition to act honestly, to weigh
honesty heavily in his deliberations about what to do, and to value and encourage honesty

“Martin Scorsese, The Wolf of Wall Street (Hollywood: Paramount Pictures, 2013).
15 Abraham Lincoln, “Fragment: Notes for a Law Lecture,” in Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln, Vol. 2 (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan Digital Library Production Services, 2001), http://name.umdl.umich.edu/lincoln2.
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in others. More generally, we can say that a virtue is a complex, stable disposition to act in
a certain morally valuable way (e.g., honestly or generously), to treat some particular mor-
ally valuable feature of an action (e.g., its honesty or generosity) as a reason to choose that
action, and to approve and encourage others to act in those ways and value those features of
an action.

There is an additional requirement, as well, for the possession of a virtue. Truly virtu-
ous people use good judgment in deciding how to exercise their virtues. The ability to use
good judgment in this way is called practical wisdom (or, in Greek, phronesis). Honesty,
for instance, is not just a matter of always saying exactly what is on one’s mind; it is also a
matter of knowing when to keep one’s mouth shut and how to express certain truths in a way
that won’t hurt someone’s feelings. Being genuinely honest, therefore, is a skill, and like any
skill, being really good at it requires good judgment.

There are many ways someone can fail to have a particular virtue. Someone who
chooses the right action but for the wrong reasons lacks the relevant virtue; Lincoln
would not have been truly honest had he valued honesty only because it led to a good
reputation. Someone who frequently chooses the wrong action, either because he does
not place enough value on the relevant goal (e.g., truth telling) or because he is too often
overcome by temptation, does not have the relevant virtue; Lincoln would not have been
honest, obviously, if he had lied frequently. Someone who lacks practical wisdom might
consistently try to choose the right action for the right reason but do so in inappropri-
ate or clumsy ways that fail to exhibit the relevant virtue. And at the opposite extreme
from virtue is someone who values something that is directly opposed to the virtue. For
instance, someone who positively values misleading or manipulating others is dishonest.
Such people not only lack the relevant virtue; they have a morally bad character trait,
which is called a vice.

To return once more to the incident from Slumdog Millionaire, Jamal and Salim exhib-
ited bravery, compassion, and loyalty in rescuing their old companion Latika. Doing so
at least brought them closer to being genuinely brave, compassionate, and loyal—and so,
closer to being excellent people. This, according to virtue ethics, is why rescuing Latika
was the right thing to do. Had Jamal and Salim decided not to save Latika, whether out
of fear, laziness, callousness, cruelty, or some other shortcoming, they would have acted

wrongly.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.

Critics of utilitarianism—and especially of act utilitarianism—often say that the theory is too de-
manding in some ways and not demanding enough in others. Is this a good reason to reject act
utilitarianism? Why or why not?

. How is applying Kant’s Formula of Universal Law different from asking how you would like it if

everyone acted like you did? Why is that important to Kantian deontology?

. Do you agree with virtue ethicists that being virtuous is essential to living the best life possible?

Why or why not?

. As noted at the beginning of this chapter, these three theories lead to the same conclusion in many

cases. In what kinds of cases would consequentialism and deontology tend to yield different conclu-
sions? What about consequentialism and virtue ethics? Deontology and virtue ethics?

CASE STUDIES

See the Note About Case Studies on p. 150 for further instructions, but note that the case
studies in this chapter specifically ask you to base your argument on one of the normative
theories discussed above.

1.

The girl who saved young Jacques Hauser’s life had to lie to do it. As Nazi soldiers approached their
French village during World War 11, the girl told Jacques that, if he was Jewish, he could hide in her
family’s house. He was Jewish, and so he did hide in her house. When the soldiers knocked on the
girl’s door and asked whether there were any Jews there, the family said there weren’t. The soldiers
left, and Jacques survived the war, eventually moving to the United States. Using one of the norma-
tive theories described in this chapter, evaluate the girl’s action of hiding Jacques in her home and
lying to the Nazi soldiers about it. Give an argument, based on the normative theory you’ve chosen,
to support your evaluation.

. Amy Strater’s life fell apart after her teenage son, Blair, got into a petty online dispute with another

computer hacker. The first sign of trouble came when pizzas started showing up at the Straters’
suburban home in [llinois—pizzas that none of the Straters had ordered. The harassment escalated:
Larger deliveries arrived, expecting payment. Someone called the police and the fire department to
the Straters’ home in the middle of the night. Someone hacked Tesla’s Twitter account, instructing
people to call the Straters’ phones to receive a free Tesla. (The Straters received thousands of calls
over a single weekend.) When someone posing as Blair emailed a bomb threat to his school, Blair
spent three weeks in jail. When Amy warned her employer that the hackers might come after them,
she lost her job. Her marriage fell apart from the stress of the months-long harassment. Blair blames
the attacks on the notorious Finnish hacker Julius Kivimaki, but Kivimaki insists that he is only
responsible for a few of the incidents, implying that other hackers have carried out the rest because
they, too, dislike Blair. Using one of the normative theories described in this chapter, evaluate the
hackers’ actions of ruining Amy Strater’s life because of their annoyance with her son. Give an
argument, based on the normative theory you’ve chosen, to support your evaluation.

. In the film The Dark Knight, the Joker quickly reveals himself to be an especially dangerous and

devious criminal. In his first direct confrontation with the Joker, Batman has an opportunity to kill
him, but he refuses to do so. Instead, he captures the Joker and turns him over to the police. The
Joker escapes from police custody, kills many more people, turns Gotham City’s heroic district at-
torney into a deranged villain, blows up a hospital, and creates all kinds of other mayhem before
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Batman finally stops him. Using one of the normative theories described in this chapter, evaluate
Batman’s action of declining to kill the Joker when he had the chance. Give an argument, based on
the normative theory you’ve chosen, to support your evaluation.

. Fed up with phone scams and sales calls, Roger Anderson programmed his computer to talk to

telemarketers. The computer tricks the telemarketers into thinking that a live human has answered
the phone. It keeps the telemarketers talking by playing recordings of short statements like, “Right,”
“Yes,” or “Uh huh.” It can even tell when the telemarketer starts to get suspicious, at which point it
throws in a longer recorded statement to try to convince the telemarketer that there’s a real person
on the line. Anderson initially developed the software as a fun prank. Eventually, he realized that it
could be used to “fight back™ against telemarketers and disrupt their annoying business model by
keeping telemarketers tied up on useless calls. Now, he’s set it up so that anyone can patch tele-
marketers through to his software, which he calls “Jolly Roger Telephone Co.” Using one of the
normative theories described in this chapter, evaluate Anderson’s action of creating the Jolly Roger
software “bot” and allowing anyone to connect telemarketers to it. Give an argument, based on the
normative theory you’ve chosen, to support your evaluation.
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The three theories discussed in the previous chapter—consequentialism, deontology, and virtue
ethics—have received the most attention in recent philosophical discussion about normative
ethics, but there are other important normative theories, too. This chapter explores five distinct
normative theories: natural law theory, which has been particularly important in the Catholic
tradition; contractarianism, along with its close relative, contractualism; the ethics of care, which
emerged from feminist philosophy in the last few decades; Confucian ethics, one of the central
moral traditions in Chinese philosophy; and the ethics of ubuntu, derived from an important
tradition in African ethics. Each of these theories entails different views about what obligations
we have, what kinds of consequences are good or bad, what counts as a virtue or vice, and what
other moral principles should guide our thinking. Thus, each theory has slightly different logical
consequences for the way we apply the kinds of moral reasoning discussed in Chapters 3—7.

NATURAL LAW THEORY

Some normative theories are not easily classified as consequentialist, deontological, or virtue-
based because they combine elements of all of those theories. One such theory is natural law
theory. While natural law theory is most commonly associated with the Catholic tradition,
and especially with the medieval philosopher Thomas Aquinas, it is also found in ancient
Greek and Roman sources and modern, non-Catholic sources.

SAINTTHOMAS AQUINAS

The Catholic priest Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) taught theology at the University of Paris during a criti-
cal period in the history of Western thought. By the Middle Ages, Catholic Europe had largely forgotten the
works of the ancient Greeks, including the works of Aristotle. As those works were reintroduced from the Is-
lamic world, where they had been preserved and studied for centuries, Catholic philosophers tried to reconcile
these ancient Greek philosophies with their religious beliefs. Thomas Aquinas was central to synthesizing Ar-
istotelian philosophy and Catholic theology, and his work influenced official Catholic doctrine for centuries.
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Roughly, natural law theory says that some things are good for humans because of our
human nature and that acting rightly consists in pursuing and promoting those good things
in reasonable ways. The moral law comes, therefore, from our human nature. Furthermore,
because all people are capable of reasoning and have at least some understanding of human
nature, everyone is able to know, more or less, what is good and what is right. Different ver-
sions of natural law elaborate on that basic idea in different ways. In particular, they offer
different lists of what things are good for human beings, and they offer different ways of
understanding what it means to pursue those goods in reasonable ways.

Natural law theory resembles consequentialism because it emphasizes promoting the
good. Most natural law theorists, however, think that there are a wide variety of goods,
unlike many consequentialists, who tend to reduce all goods to some one fundamentally
good thing, such as pleasure. Aquinas mentions life, procreation, knowledge, society, and
reasonable action as goods.! More recent natural law theorists offer even longer lists, includ-
ing such things as justice, friendship, health, appreciation of beauty, play, religion, the natu-
ral world, achievement, family, and so on. Natural law theorists argue that we can recognize
these things as goods by reflecting on human nature. For instance, all humans—and indeed
all living things—have a natural instinct to protect and preserve their lives, from which we
can infer that life is good and worthy of protection.

Like consequentialism, natural law theory says that acting rightly is ultimately about
pursuing or promoting good things, but like deontology, it also says that there are constraints
on how we may pursue or promote those goods. Natural law theorists argue that we can iden-
tify these constraints through careful reflection on principles of practical reasoning—that
is, principles for reasoning about what to do. That is, some ways of pursuing the good are
intrinsically unreasonable, and so it would be wrong to pursue the good in those ways. For
instance, the most basic principle of practical reasoning (according to natural law theory and
common sense) is that you should pursue good things and avoid bad things. If you inten-
tionally destroy something good, such as a life, then you have violated that basic principle
of practical reasoning. It is therefore morally wrong, according to natural law theory, to in-
tentionally kill a human being, whether through homicide, abortion, euthanasia, or suicide.
Furthermore, killing is wrong even if you’re doing so in an attempt to pursue or promote
some other good.> Some natural law theorists argue that there are other general principles
that can help us identify the constraints on pursuing goods. For instance, the contemporary
natural law theorist John Finnis argues that there is one more basic principle of practical
reasoning—namely, that one should love one’s neighbor as oneself—and that we can figure
out whether some way of pursuing a good is morally permissible by asking whether it is
consistent with loving one’s neighbor as oneself. Other natural law theorists think that rec-
ognizing the constraints on pursuing the good requires the kind of practical wisdom that
virtue ethicists emphasize. There is no abstract argument that will prove that certain kinds of
actions are unreasonable, but someone with practical wisdom will recognize them as such.
Such a person could then frame general rules, such as rules against lying and murder. How-
ever they identify these constraints, natural law theorists agree that acting rightly requires
responding to good things in reasonable ways.

'Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica lallae 94, 2.
2This idea leads to the famous Doctrine of Double Effect, which we discussed in Chapter 6 (see p. 59).



Contractarianism and Contractualism

Most natural law theorists add one more important element to the theory: the natural law,
they hold, was established by God or some other divine force. Although the details differ from
one version to the next, the basic idea is that the moral law derives from our human nature, and
human nature was designed by God. Thus, by acting in accordance with our human nature, we
are following the plan that God laid out for us and for the universe. This means that morality
comes from God but is at least partly knowable without knowing about God. In other words,
someone who does not believe in God can come to know and understand the moral law, even
though, according to natural law theory, the moral law is ultimately given by God.

CONTRACTARIANISM AND CONTRACTUALISM

There is another kind of normative theory according to which the rules of morality
follow from facts about what is good for people. This kind of normative theory, known as
contractarianism (pronounced con-track-TAIR-ian-ism), starts from the idea that it is good
for everyone if we all agree to restrain our pursuit of our own self-interests. According to
contractarianism, morality is created by a social contract that people accept (or would
accept) because it enables everyone to avoid the undesirable situation in which everyone is
simply looking out for his or her own interests. This social contract is usually understood as
a hypothetical agreement—a sort of thought experiment that explains where morality comes
from or why it is rational for each of us to abide by the moral rules.

Most versions of contractarianism start with three key assumptions about what people are
like in a (hypothetical) world without a social contract. (Such a world is sometimes referred
to as a state of nature.) Specifically, contractarianism usually assumes that, in a state of
nature, individuals would be self-interested, rational, and able to benefit from cooperating
with others. They are self-interested in the sense that, while they care about themselves and,
perhaps, their own friends and family, they have no concern for others’ well-being; whether
others are doing well or badly is simply not of interest to them. They are rational in the weak
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THOMAS HOBBES

The English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) is widely regarded as the founder of modern
contractarianism. Having lived through the English Civil War of 1642—-1651, Hobbes came to regard a
stable society as essential to living a decent life. In his book Leviathan, Hobbes argued that unless we
all agree to rules that constrain our pursuit of our own self-interest, everyone’s life would be “nasty,
brutish, and short.” Notoriously, Hobbes argues that these rules should grant absolute authority to the
government.* It is worth noting that Hobbes’s ethical views could be regarded as a kind of natural law
theory, since he argues for his ethical and political principles on the basis of some basic facts about
human nature.

* Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009 [1651]).
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sense that they can reason well about how best to get what they want. This is important
because of the third assumption—that individuals can benefit from cooperating with one
another. If you and I can make ourselves better off by cooperating with each other, and we
are both good at reasoning about how to get what we want, then it makes sense—even from
an entirely self-interested perspective—for us to find a way to cooperate. Thus, the contrac-
tarian’s three assumptions about human nature suggest that, if they were in a state of nature,
people would find a way to cooperate with one another.

If you and I are purely self-interested, rational people trying to find a way to cooperate, a
good place to start would be an agreement not to harm one another. We might agree to a set of
rules that prohibit killing each other, injuring each other, taking each other’s things without per-
mission, cheating each other, and so on. This explains or justifies an important set of moral ob-
ligations, such as the obligation not to harm, deceive, or steal from others, that serve to protect
people from one another. Furthermore, each of us might benefit even more if we agree to further
rules stating that, at least sometimes, people ought to help one another. For instance, it might
be wise for me—from a purely self-interested perspective—to agree to a rule that requires me
to give you food if you're starving, provided you agree to give me food if I'm starving. The fact
that rules like this would benefit each of us explains or justifies other kinds of moral obliga-
tions, such as the obligation of beneficence (i.e., doing good to others). Finally, if several people
have agreed to these rules, it might benefit each of us if there is a rule that requires each person
to make amends (or suffer some punishment) if he or she breaks the rules. A rule like that
inspires confidence that everyone else will follow the rules, which makes the agreement more
stable. This explains or justifies obligations to make amends for wrongdoing. Thus, according
to contractarianism, most of the things that morality requires turn out to be things that each of
us would agree to in a state of nature, even if we were entirely self-interested.

An important variation on contractarianism, known as contractualism, drops the as-
sumption that people are purely self-interested. It retains the idea that morality is explained
or justified by an agreement among independent persons. Instead of basing the agreement
on self-interest, contractualism bases the agreement on the desire to treat one another as
free and equal persons deserving of respect. To do that, according to the contractualist, we
need an agreement whose rules no one could reasonably reject. For instance, women could
reasonably reject a rule that says that they must be subservient to men. Thus, if some people
wanted to include that rule in the social contract, they would not be treating women as free
and equal persons deserving of respect. Therefore, contractualism entails that the social con-
tract cannot include such a rule. By contrast, no one could reasonably reject rules prohibiting
murder or theft. So, the social contract includes rules like those.

THE ETHICS OF CARE

In contrast to contractarianism, which famously treats people as if they were “mushrooms . . .
sprung out of the earth without any obligation one to another,” the ethics of care em-
phasizes the moral importance of good caring interpersonal relationships. Instead of taking

3 Robert Filmer, Observations Concerning the Original and Varied Forms of Government (London: RRC, 1696), Liii.



The Ethics of Care

agreements between independent, self-interested parties as the model for morality, as con-
tractarians do, care ethicists model morality on interpersonal relationships—especially
caring relationships, such as the relationship between a mother and her child. And instead
of focusing on abstract, impartial, rational rules that are supposed to apply in every case,
as contractarians do, care ethicists emphasize the importance of emotion and judgment in
responding to the particular needs of particular people in particular situations.

While care ethicists disagree among themselves about how best to understand the ethics of
care, some common themes run through the different versions of the theory. The most important
is that acting morally involves caring for others, where caring for someone is a complicated
mix of feelings and actions. Part of caring for someone, in the relevant sense, involves skillfully
taking care of him or her. That is, it involves acting to satisfy their needs and promote their
interests, nurturing their development, etc., and involves doing so in a way that is responsive to
the details of a situation, rather than through the mechanical application of abstract rules. Since
recognizing and responding to someone’s particular needs requires emotional intelligence, care
ethicists insist that emotion is central to moral thought; if we don’t listen to our emotions, we
can’t tell what the right thing to do is in a particular situation, because we can’t tell how best to
care for the particular person or people we’re dealing with. Another part of caring for someone,
in the relevant sense, involves caring about him or her. That is, it involves having certain kinds
of feelings for a person and being disposed to feel happy when the person is doing well, anxious
when the person faces risks or challenges, and so on. It is not enough, therefore, to simply take
care of someone—even if you do it skillfully. Because the ethics of care requires both a disposi-
tion to perform certain kinds of actions skillfully and having the right motivations for perform-
ing those actions, some care ethicists think of it as a kind of virtue ethics.

Many care ethicists, however, stress the importance of looking beyond individual virtues
to recognize the value of caring relationships themselves. Caring relationships come in many
forms. In some cases, as between friends or lovers, these relationships might be mutually
caring, with each person caring for the other in various ways. In other cases, as between par-
ents and young children, one person in the relationship is caring for the other, in the relevant
sense of caring, but even then, if the relationship is a genuinely caring relationship, the one
being cared for will respond appropriately by recognizing, appreciating, and, if possible,
acknowledging the care. In other words, genuinely caring relationships cannot be one-sided.
A woman who skillfully and lovingly takes care of her husband is not in a caring relation-
ship if the husband fails to properly respect, appreciate, and respond to the emotional and
physical work she does on his behalf. Because the ethics of care values caring relationships,
and not just acts of caring, it calls for us to encourage and sustain genuinely caring relation-
ships, but it discourages people from sustaining a relationship that is exploitative, hostile, or
destructive; doing so is a way of failing to care for oneself.

One major theoretical question in the ethics of care is about the uneasy relationship between
care and justice. Care is primarily about interpersonal relationships with particular others, and
it requires us to prioritize some people over others; justice is primarily about broader, social
issues, and it requires us to treat everyone impartially. Different care ethicists explain the
relationship differently, with some saying that care and justice are separate but equal values
and others saying that respecting justice is part of extending care into broader social issues.
Those who take the latter approach emphasize that when we care about several people—as, for
instance, parents might care (equally) about each of their children—part of caring for them in-
volves treating them fairly and equally. Thus, they argue, justice is simply one aspect of caring.
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CONFUCIAN ETHICS

The ethics of care is only a few decades old, but in many ways it echoes one of the oldest
traditions in moral philosophy: Confucian ethics, based on the teachings of the ancient
Chinese philosopher Confucius (known in Chinese as Kongzi) and his followers, especially
Mencius (known in Chinese as Mengzi).

The three central concepts in Confucian ethics are rén, which is often translated as good-
ness, human-heartedness, or benevolence; yi, which is variously translated as righteousness,
integrity, or justice; and Ii, which is usually translated as ritual or ritual propriety. In the case
of rén and [7, these translations can be a bit misleading, however, so it’s often best to treat rén
and /7 as technical terms, rather than trying to translate them into English.

In Confucian ethics, rén is both a specific virtue related to benevolence toward others
and the overarching virtue of the perfect person. The more specific virtue of rén, which is
partly captured by the English word “benevolence,” has two main aspects. First, it involves
using an empathetic understanding of others’ feelings to refrain from doing to them what
you would not want done to yourself. Second, it involves conscientiously doing one’s best
to help others—especially in the sense of helping others to become more virtuous, just as
you yourself (should) want to become more virtuous. More broadly, the person who has the
virtue of rén in its overarching sense behaves correctly and virtuously in all of his or her
interactions with other people; it is with this broader sense in mind that rén is sometimes
translated as goodness.

If rén grows out of empathy for others, yi or integrity grows out of a sense of shame.
Having the virtue of integrity requires doing what is right for its own sake, rather than for the
sake of personal gain or some other ulterior motive. This complements rén in the following
way: A benevolent person would treat others well out of a kind of love—that is, because they
are motivated to promote the other person’s well-being. A person of integrity would treat
others well out of a sense of respect for others—that is, because they would be ashamed to fail
to treat others appropriately. These two motivations can coexist, of course, so that someone
can act out of both benevolence and integrity.

MENCIUS

For centuries, aspiring Chinese scholars had to study four ancient books in order to earn a position in
the government bureaucracy. The Analects of Confucius was on the list; so were the collected sayings
of Mencius (372-289 BCE), a student of Confucius’s grandson. Mencius developed Confucian ethics in
important ways, and, like Confucius, he spent his life trying to convince rulers to follow certain moral
and political principles. He famously argued that human nature is good, meaning, roughly, that given
the proper environment in which to grow, humans will naturally develop into virtuous people.*

* For details of Mencius’s ethical thought, see the excerpts from The Essential Mengzi, reprinted in Part V of this book

(pp- 205-16).




Confucian Ethics

Perhaps the most distinctive element of Confucian ethics is its emphasis on /i. Originally,
Ii referred to formal ceremonies, such as government ceremonies or ceremonial sacrifices
to the gods. In the Confucian tradition, it is important to perform such ceremonies accord-
ing to tradition and with the right attitude; simply going through the motions doesn’t count.
For a modern equivalent, consider the traditions surrounding a ceremony like the singing
of a national anthem: Tradition requires people to stand if they can, be silent and attentive,
hold their hands over their hearts, and so on. But even someone who does all of these things
can be “doing it wrong” if they roll their eyes, scowl, or feel annoyed at being interrupted
by what they are doing; those things are thought to reveal an inappropriate lack of rever-
ence for one’s country. Over time, /i came to refer more generally to all conventions or
traditions concerning interactions between people. For a modern example, consider how
you greet someone. In Western societies, at least, traditional greetings involve handshakes
or, for those you know well, a hug or a kiss. These traditional forms of interaction would
count as /i’ in this broader sense. And as with the formal ceremonies, there are conventions
about how and when you perform them, even if it is hard to put those conventions into
words. A handshake can be firm and enthusiastic, limp and uninterested, or aggressively
bone-crushing. Refusing to shake hands sometimes signals disrespect or contempt. A hug
can be celebratory, macho, loving, or creepy. A kiss on the cheek can signal affection; a kiss
withheld can signal anger or annoyance. Less intimately, consider conventions about how a
server at a restaurant places food on the table. Placing a dish carefully in front of someone
and saying, “I hope you enjoy it,” signals respect and concern for the person’s happiness;
dropping it unceremoniously on the table and grunting, “Food’s here,” signals the opposite.
In Confucian ethics, interacting with other people appropriately—that is, mastering rén in
its broader sense—requires performing all of these interactions appropriately. That is, it
requires a kind of easy but genuinely felt social grace. Someone who fails to perform /i cor-
rectly either doesn’t recognize what the right thing to do is in a particular situation, doesn’t
have the proper feelings about it, or, at least, fails to communicate those feelings when it is
important to do so.

Confucians understand all three of these concepts—rén, yi, and /i—through the lens
of five kinds of relationships, which are taken as models for all relationships between
people: ruler—subject, parent—child, elder sibling—younger sibling, husband-wife, and
friend—friend. Except for the relationship between friends, each of these relationships is
understood in the Confucian tradition to be asymmetrical. For instance, a parent’s benevo-
lence toward his or her child will take a very different form than the child’s benevolence
toward his or her parents. So, what you ought to do in any given situation depends on the
specific relationship you have with people with whom you are interacting and on which
role you play in that relationship. To return to the example of greetings, imagine that
you’ve just met the president of the United States. Demonstrating a proper level of respect
for the president would require offering a formal handshake and saying something like,
“It’s an honor to meet you.” The president, by contrast, could demonstrate a different kind
of respect for you with a less formal greeting that puts you at ease and makes you feel ap-
preciated as an individual person, rather than just a face in the crowd. As this example il-
lustrates, Confucian ethics calls for a careful, skillful responsiveness to the context of your
actions and a deep concern for the specific people with whom you are interacting. Certain
aspects of Confucian ethics can therefore be understood as requiring careful attention to
various role-based obligations.
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UBUNTU

Much as Confucian ethics presages the ethics of care in emphasizing appropriate concern for
and interaction with particular people, many important traditions of African moral thought
presage care ethicists’ emphasis on the importance of good relationships. Some contem-
porary African philosophers have described the common thread in these traditions as the
“ethics of ubuntu.” In the Zulu and Xhosa languages of southern Africa, the word ubuntu
means “human-ness.” To have ubuntu is therefore to be human. But as with similar words
in other languages—such as mensch in Yiddish or onipa and eniyan in the Akan and Yoruba
languages of West Africa—the word ubuntu is not just about being biologically human. It
has important normative connotations. To say that someone has ubuntu is to say that he or
she has a morally good character—that he or she is a good person or exhibits human excel-
lence. Thus, the morally best life is a life that best realizes ubuntu.

The contemporary ethics of ubuntu is a reconstruction of a very common theme in various
cultures that are indigenous to sub-Saharan Africa. As with other normative theories, such as
utilitarianism or deontology or Confucianism, it’s best to think of the ethics of ubuntu as a
family of theories, with many different African thinkers and different cultures embracing differ-
ent versions of a recognizably common approach. Of course, even though the ethics of ubuntu
captures a dominant theme in sub-Saharan thought, Africa is a vast and diverse place, and so
some African thinkers and cultures hold views that are not recognizable as an ethics of ubuntu.

Many of the cultures that embrace an ethics of ubuntu have a saying along these lines:
“A person is a person through other persons.” This means that becoming a “real person” or
living a genuinely human life requires acting so as to produce social harmony within your
society. At a bare minimum, this entails many of the standard moral obligations implied
by any other plausible normative theory—for example, that it is generally wrong to kill, to
deceive, to steal, to break promises, and so on. As philosopher Thaddeus Metz explains it,
however, promoting social harmony also involves two additional requirements that make the
ethics of ubuntu distinctive: promoting social harmony involves promoting and honoring a
sense of shared identity grounded in a particular kind of good will or solidarity.* Each of
these two parts requires a bit of explanation.

A community has (or ideally should have) a sense of shared identity, in the relevant sense,
to the extent that its members both regard themselves as members of a group that shares
some important values, goals, and projects. To identify with such a group is to regard your-
self has having various ethical obligations, responsibilities, rights, and privileges that arise
from the collective aim of pursuing those goals and projects. Each individual is a member of
many overlapping communities. You, for instance, are a member of a particular (extended)
family; of a member of the larger set of relatives that include the extended families of your
more distant family members, such as your grandmother’s cousins; and so on, all the way out
to the largest relevant group of which you are a member—namely, the human race. To reject
the obligations and responsibilities associated with one of those communities is to reject
your membership in that community, and vice versa. (Think, for instance, of Krusty the
Clown’s father in The Simpsons, who, outraged at his son’s career choice, tells Bart, “T have
no son!” Krusty’s father doesn’t mean this literally; rather, he means that he has rejected his
identity as his son’s father and, in doing so, rejected the obligations that come with being

4 Thaddeus Metz, “Toward an African Moral Theory,” Journal of Political Philosophy 15 (2007): 321-41.
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someone’s father.®) In general, promoting social harmony within your communities involves
acting so as to enhance your own and others’ sense that they belong to the group and share
the obligations, responsibilities, rights, and privileges that arise from membership in that
community; undermining that sense of belonging, either in yourself or another member of
the community, undermines social harmony and demonstrates a failure to honor that social
harmony as morally important. In addition to the commonplace moral obligations discussed
above, this part of promoting and honoring social harmony also involves participating in and
perpetuating the rituals, traditions, and cooperative social life of your community.

Acting out of good will, in the relevant sense, requires treating the fact that a fellow com-
munity member (or potential community member) needs help as a (very strong) reason for
you to help that person. That is, you treat other people’s problems as your problems, espe-
cially (but not only) when those other people are members of the groups with which you most
strongly identify, such as your family. What makes such helpful behavior an act of good will,
however, is the motivation for doing it. If the motivation is simply that you expect that help-
ing others now will make them more likely to help you in the future, you are not acting out
of good will. Instead, acting of good will requires helping others with their problems out of
genuine concern for their well-being—helping them out of love, in a broad sense of the term.

Another important element of the ethics of ubuntu arises from the combination of valu-
ing a shared identity and good will. The ethics of ubuntu places great value on harmonizing
the interests of a society. A society, almost by definition, has some common interests. But
even so, the interests of individual community members will sometimes come into conflict.
If the community’s members are to continue to identify with one another and share good will
toward one another, it is important to find ways to resolve such conflicts in ways that satisfy
everyone involved. This creates some distinctive contrasts with many Western views. For in-
stance, whereas many Western normative theories entail that wrongdoers should be punished,
either because they deserve it or because punishment will deter other would-be wrongdoers,
the ethics of ubuntu sees that sort of punishment as divisive and destructive of social harmony.
Thus, in the ethics of ubuntu, the preferred response to wrongdoing is reconciliation, with the
goal of restoring harmony and especially good will between the wrongdoers and their victims.

In the ethics of ubuntu, a person who promotes and honors social harmony in these ways
is said to be a “real person,” much as a nineteenth-century Englishman might compliment
another man for his outstanding moral character by calling him a “true gentleman.” By con-
trast, someone who fails to do these things—someone who rejects his or her responsibilities
to his or her society, acts selfishly or with inadequate regard for other’s needs, or acts in
ways that are destructive of his or her community—degrades himself or herself as a person,
becoming “not a real person.” And that, of course, is not a compliment.

TERMINOLOGYTO KNOW

natural law theory ethics of care ubuntu

practical reasoning caring shared identity
contractarianism Confucian ethics (in ubuntu)

social contract rén solidarity (in ubuntu)
state of nature yi (righteousness)

contractualism Ii (rites; ritual propriety)

5 “Like Father, Like Son,” The Simpsons, FOX, October 24, 1991.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.

Does natural law theory violate Hume’s Law against deriving claims about what ought to be the
case from claims about what is the case? Why or why not?

. One central idea of contractarianism is that each person is better off if everyone follows some rules

that constrain their pursuit of self-interest. Many philosophers have worried, however, about the
person who thinks that as long as everyone else is obeying the rules, he or she would be better off by
breaking the rules whenever he or she can get away with it. What, if anything, could the contractar-
ian say to convince such a person that he or she should follow the moral rules?

. Some critics of Confucian ethics worry that its emphasis on traditional rituals in social interaction

makes it unduly conservative. Is this a valid criticism of Confucian ethics? Why or why not?

. Whereas certain traditions in Western moral philosophy emphasize treating all persons equally and

impartially, some of the theories discussed in this chapter encourage people to put the interests of
their own social groups above those of others. Which theories do this? Is this a problem for those
theories? Why or why not?

CASE STUDIES

See the Note About Case Studies on p. 150 for further instructions, but note that the case
studies in this chapter specifically ask you to base your argument on one of the normative
theories discussed above.

1.

When doctors diagnosed 22-year-old single mother Christine Royles with an autoimmune disease,
they added her to a list of people who needed a kidney transplant. Since that list had over 100,000
people on it, Royles decided to look for a donor herself. A complete stranger, Josh Dall-Leighton,
saw Royles’s advertisement on her car window and decided to donate his kidney to her. Doctors
successfully performed the transplant later that year. Using one of the normative theories described
in this chapter, evaluate Dall-Leighton’s act of donating his kidney to a stranger. Give an argument,
based on the normative theory you’ve chosen, to support your evaluation.

. Christ Stoltzfoos ran a hardware store in Christiana, Pennsylvania. In keeping with the customs

of his Amish community, Stoltzfoos avoided the trappings of modern life, refusing to use electric
lights, cars, and so on. And like his fellow Amish, Stoltzfoos refused to interact with people whom
the Amish community had officially decided to “shun” for violating those customs. For instance,
Stoltzfoos would not permit people to shop in his store if they had been officially shunned. The
Amish say that shunning is a way to pressure people to return to the community and accept the
community’s customs again. Using one of the normative theories described in this chapter, evaluate
Stoltzfoos’s practice of shunning those who have been officially declared to have violated Amish
custom. Give an argument, based on the normative theory you’ve chosen, to support your evaluation.

. According to prosecutors in Washington State, when State Trooper Daniel Tindall learned that his

18-year-old son, Wyatt, had repeatedly vandalized a classmate’s family’s car, he decided to help de-
stroy evidence of his son’s crime. Responding to a tip from the car’s owner, police showed Tindall
surveillance footage showing a masked teenager vandalizing the car. Tindall denied that the teenager
was his son. Prosecutors claim that Tindall then found the clothing and ski mask that his son had worn
in the video, hid the clothing, and burned the mask. Using one of the normative theories described in
this chapter, evaluate Tindall’s (alleged) action of covering up the evidence of his son’s crime.

. In Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, set in Italy in the 1500s, Romeo and Juliet fall in love despite

their families’ deep hatred for each other. Even though it will predictably lead to great tension be-
tween their families and probably even bloodshed, Romeo and Juliet decide to marry each other.
Using one of the normative theories described in this chapter, evaluate Romeo and Juliet’s action
of getting married despite their families’ mutual hatred. Give an argument, based on the normative
theory you’ve chosen, to support your evaluation.
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Appendix 1 ) How to Write an Ethics Paper

On the Internet, controversy gets clicks. Perhaps that’s why Slate’s education columnist Rebecca
Schuman never shies away from controversy. Venting her frustrations in an angry, disdainful
article in 2013, Schuman argued that professors should stop assigning papers in required courses.
She claimed that students hate writing them, instructors hate grading them, and they don’t help
students learn anything anyway. So, she concluded, we should just replace them with exams.'

Schuman’s essay touched a nerve in both students and instructors, eliciting hundreds
of online responses. Many of the responses blasted Schuman’s disrespect for her students.
Some implied (or said) that Schuman’s frustrations came from poorly designed writing as-
signments. Others suggested that the way to save the college essay is by being sure that
students have the support they need to write good essays. In that spirit, this appendix aims to
help you write a good argumentative essay about a moral issue.

THE GOALS OF AN ETHICS PAPER

Two years after Schuman published her end-of-semester rant against essays, writing professor
John Warner published a blog post explaining why his first-year writing course didn’t fully
prepare students to write excellent papers in other courses. One issue, Warner suggests, is
that each academic discipline (e.g., history, philosophy, sociology) requires something a little
different from student papers. Without clear guidance about a discipline’s goals and require-
ments, students often feel unsure about how to proceed.> That’s why the first step in writing
a good ethics paper is understanding the goal(s) of an argumentative essay in applied ethics.
For most essays in applied ethics, the main goal is to provide a strong, well-developed ar-
gument for a clear answer to a well-defined question about the morality of a particular (kind
of) action.? If you browse through the essays in the back of this book, you’ll notice that many

'Rebecca Schuman, “The End of the College Essay,” Slate, December 13, 2013, http://www.slate.com/articles/life/
education/2013/12/college_papers_students_hate_writing_them_professors_hate_grading_them_let.html.

2John Warner, “I Cannot Prepare Students to Write Their (History, Philosophy, Sociology, Poli Sci., etc. . . .) Papers,” Inside
Higher Ed, December 15, 2015, https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/just-visiting/i-cannot-prepare-students-write-their-history-
philosophy-sociology-poly-sci-etc.

3Some essays will evaluate something other than an action—say, a person, policy, or institution. This appendix sticks to talking
about “actions” for simplicity, but everything it says applies just as much to essays about the morality of other kinds of things.
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Writing Your Introduction

of them share this goal. You should complete two parts of this three-part goal—namely, stat-
ing a “clear answer” to a “well-defined question”—in your introduction, which we’ll discuss
below. We’ll examine the remaining part of the goal—namely, the “strong, well-developed
argument”—in the sections on presenting your main argument and handling objections.

Essays in applied ethics sometimes have other goals. One common goal is to evaluate a
particular argument for a specific conclusion. For instance, many philosophers have writ-
ten papers about abortion whose main goal is not to say whether abortion is permissible or
not but simply to criticize or defend the arguments presented in Judith Jarvis Thomson’s
“A Defense of Abortion.” Other possible goals include: showing that taking a particular
position on one topic, such as abortion, commits you to a particular position on some
other topic, such as animal rights; showing that accepting a particular moral theory, such
as those we explore in Chapters 11 and 12, would commit you to a particular answer to
some moral question; or showing that certain moral principles, such as the principle that it
is always better to mislead than to lie, are correct or incorrect. In every case, however, the
key to writing a good ethics paper is to provide a strong, well-developed argument for a
particular conclusion; the variations in this paragraph simply change what kind of conclu-
sion you’re arguing for.

Many of the papers you’ve written in high school or in other college courses have prob-
ably required something a little different. In high school, for instance, your teachers may
have asked you to write papers that simply report all of the information you learned about
a particular topic, such as the American Revolution or Martin Luther King Jr. Your English
teachers may have required you to analyze a novel or poem, interpreting what the author was
trying to say, explaining the symbolism in a poem, and so on. Your history teachers may have
asked you to explain what caused some event, such as the fall of the Soviet Union. Some of
these teachers may have asked you to argue for a particular claim, some may not; all of them
probably asked you to do things that aren’t necessary (or even helpful) in a philosophy paper.
For instance, adhering too slavishly to the “five-paragraph essay” format commonly taught
in high school is almost certainly unnecessary and quite likely unhelpful. Use as many para-
graphs as you need to get the job done. If you’re unsure about whether a rule you learned in
a different class applies in your philosophy courses, ask your instructor. Your instructor will
understand your concern best if you say something like, “My history professor asked us to
do such-and-such in our papers. Is that important in a philosophy paper, too?”’

Understanding what your essay is supposed to accomplish is a good start. Understanding
some common parts of an ethics paper will help, too. The rest of this appendix walks through
some of the key parts of a good ethics paper as well as a few comments about using quota-
tions, citing sources, and academic writing style.

WRITING YOUR INTRODUCTION

Since the beginning of time, college students have been mystified about what to write in the
introductions to their papers. As a result, they sometimes write sentences like the last one—
clichéd opening lines that bore readers and make instructors cry. Fortunately, writing a good
introduction isn’t that hard if you have some guidance.
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A good introduction should do two things: it should get your reader interested in what
you’re going to say, and then it should give them a clear idea of what you’re going to say.
Let’s look at each of these requirements in order.

Getting your reader interested in what you have to say involves grabbing your reader’s
attention at the beginning and, if necessary, explaining why your topic is worth reading
about. The kinds of clichés and broad generalizations that open many essays—such as
claims about things that have happened “since the beginning of time” or platitudes about
what things are like “in this day and age”—won’t grab anybody’s attention. There are
many other approaches that do a better job. Here are three of them, with examples based
on philosopher Tom Dougherty’s essay, “Sex, Lies, and Consent,” in which Dougherty
argues that it is morally wrong to deceive someone in order to have sex with that person.*
One approach is to start with a surprising or interesting fact. Dougherty, for instance,
opens by noting that, on average, people on dating sites exaggerate their height by two
inches and their income by $20,000.5 (If you start with a surprising fact, be sure to cite
your source, as Dougherty does!) Another approach is to give an example or tell a very
short anecdote, based on real life or works of fiction, that illustrates an important aspect of
your topic. Later in his paper, Dougherty cites an example from The Three Musketeers in
which one of the characters, Milady de Winter, mistakes the main character, d’ Artagnan,
for her lover in a darkened room. D’ Artagnan takes advantage of Milady’s mistake to have
sex with her.® Dougherty could easily have opened with this example, pointing out that in
cases like that, deceiving someone in order to have sex is clearly wrong. If these options
seem too gimmicky to you, you can always start your essay with a bold or pithy statement
of your main conclusion. For instance, a few paragraphs into his paper, Dougherty writes,
“Deceiving someone into sex is wrong.”” He could have started with that sentence—or
with the catchier phrase from a few lines earlier: “Lying to get laid is wrong.” You can find
other ways to start your introduction by paying attention to the opening lines of the essays
in the back of this book.

Telling your reader what you’re going to say in the essay means both stating your main con-
clusion and summarizing your argument for it. (Some instructors use the term thesis statement
to mean “the statement of your main conclusion.” Others use it to include both the statement of
your main conclusion and the summary of your argument for that conclusion. On either mean-
ing, you’ll want to include a thesis statement in your introduction.) You don’t need to go into
a great amount of detail about your argument here, but after reading your introduction, your
reader should be able to clearly state what question your essay is trying to answer, what answer
you give to that question, and roughly what your reasons are for giving that answer. Even if
you’ve done a lot of work beforehand to figure out what you want to say, your arguments might
evolve as you write your essay. Therefore, you may want to write the introduction last—or at
least come back and revise it after you’ve finished the essay, so that the introduction accurately
reflects the rest of the paper.

“Tom Dougherty, “Sex, Lies, and Consent,” Ethics 123 (2013): 717-44; reprinted in Part V of this volume (pp. 233-51).
5D0ugherty, “Sex, Lies, and Consent,” 717.
6D0ugherty, “Sex, Lies, and Consent,” 724.
"Dougherty, “Sex, Lies, and Consent,” 718.
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DEFINING KEY TERMS AND GIVING
BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Depending on your topic, you might need to define some of the terms you’ll use in your
argument or provide background information about your topic. Sometimes you can do these
things in the course of presenting your main argument. But when defining your terms re-
quires a lot of careful distinctions or when you need to give a lot of background information,
you might want to do it all at once, right after the introduction to your paper.

Defining the important terms in your argument ensures that your readers know what
you're talking about. It also ensures that your readers know what you’re not talking about.
For instance, in arguing that the military sometimes has a moral obligation to use drones
for military operations, philosopher Bradley Strawser specifies that, when talking about
“drones,” he means “uninhabited remote controlled weapons . . . which are under human
control for, at the minimum, any particular lethal action the machine executes,” and that he
is “[plrimarily . . . referencing those aircraft presently employed by the United States (and
other) militaries.’® Not only does this introduce the concept of a drone to readers who might
not be familiar with it, it clearly excludes “fully autonomous” weapons that can “decide”
for themselves when to kill someone. That’s important because fully autonomous weapons
raise more complicated moral issues; by defining his terms carefully, Strawser can avoid
those issues.

Sometimes you’ll need to spend even more time defining your terms in order to carefully
distinguish your topic from closely related topics. In discussing physician-assisted suicide,
for instance, Susan Wolf devotes several paragraphs to defining physician-assisted suicide
and distinguishing it from similar concepts, such as euthanasia and terminal sedation.” This
ensures that readers know exactly what Wolf is talking about in her arguments.

Just as the topic of your paper affects how much space you’ll devote to defining key
terms, it also affects how much background information you’ll need to give. If your
topic is especially technical (e.g., the ethics of genetic enhancement), your readers might
need some background information just to understand your argument. If your topic is
something that is changing rapidly (e.g., self-driving cars), you might need to bring your
readers up to speed on the latest news. Third, if your topic is well known in some social
circles but not well known in others (e.g., the ethics of “hook-up culture” on college
campuses, about which older readers may know very little), you might need to provide
a lot of background information. Finally, if your topic is one about which many people
are misinformed or one where people disagree about the relevant descriptive facts
(e.g., climate change), you’ll want to explain the descriptive facts as you see them. That
way, you can dispel misinformation—or at least help your readers understand where
you’re coming from.

8Bradley J. Strawser, “Moral Predators: The Duty to Employ Uninhabited Aerial Vehicles,” Journal of Military Ethics 9 (2010):
342-68; reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 447-67).

9Susan M. Wolf, “Physician-Assisted Suicide,” Clinics in Geriatric Medicine 21 (2005): 179-92; reprinted in Part V of this book
(pp. 342-52).
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Don’t go overboard in presenting background information. Remember, unlike many other
papers that you may have written, the point of an ethics paper is not to tell your readers
everything about your topic. The point is to present a well-developed argument for a particular
conclusion. Therefore, you should only give as much background information as your readers
need in order to understand your argument. A piece of information is necessary only if your
readers need it to understand what a premise means, evaluate whether the premise is true, or
see why the premise is relevant to the conclusion. Until you’ve written out your argument, you
may not know exactly what information your readers will need. So, as with the introduction,
you might want to write this section of the paper after you write the rest of the essay—or
come back and revise the section after writing your main argument, adding any important
information that’s missing and deleting information that turns out to be unnecessary.

Since you’ll only be presenting background information when your readers may not
know—or may doubt—that information, it’s essential that you back up each piece of infor-
mation by citing reputable sources.

To find examples of effective presentations of background information, look for philosophical
essays on very technical topics. For instance, in discussing the ethics of climate change, Sarah
Krakoff spends several pages explaining the causes and effects of climate change. Presenting
such thorough background information helps readers understand Krakoff’s argument and
helps dispel widely held misconceptions.'® Look at her essay to see how she does it and how
she cites her sources. By contrast, Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, also writing on climate change,
introduces just the most essential background information for his topic.!! (But notice how
much more effectively Krakoff supports her claims by citing her sources!) While this won’t
achieve everything that Krakoff’s more careful presentation does, it does give readers the
information on which Sinnott-Armstrong bases his argument—and it leaves far more space for
the arguments that are the real centerpiece of his essay.

PRESENT THE MAIN ARGUMENT(S) FORYOUR CONCLUSION

The most important part of your essay presents the main argument(s) for your conclusion.
The key to writing a really good ethics paper is to offer well-developed arguments. This
requires putting a good deal of thought into your argument(s) before you write the first draft
of your paper. If you’ve followed the method for moral reasoning described in Chapter 8,
you’ve probably already done much of this work.

A well-developed argument is one in which each premise is clearly explained and well
supported. “Developing” an argument means, first, explaining each premise clearly enough
that your readers can understand exactly what you’re claiming and, second, giving your read-
ers good reasons to accept any premise that they might doubt. Sometimes you can support

10Sarah Krakoff, “Parenting the Planet,” in The Ethics of Global Climate Change, ed. Denis G. Arnold (Cambridge, U.K.:
Cambridge University Press, 2011), 145-69; reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 546-61).

Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, “It’s Not My Fault! Global Warming and Individual Moral Obligations,” in Perspectives on Climate
Change, ed. Walter Sinnott-Armstrong and Richard Howards (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2005), 221-53; reprinted in Part V of this
book (pp. 521-35).
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your premises by citing a reputable source. This works best for premises that make purely
descriptive claims. For many normative premises, however, you will need to offer a moral
argument.

Exactly how you present your main argument(s) is up to you. You might find it most effec-
tive to present the basic argument as a list of numbered premises, like many of the arguments
discussed in this book. Then you can explain the various claims and present arguments for con-
tentious premises afterward. Tom Dougherty takes that approach in “Sex, Lies, and Consent,”
introducing his main argument in the paper’s first section and using the following sections to
support each of its premises.'? Skim that paper, in Part V of this book, to see how he does it.
Alternatively, you might prefer to present the whole argument in paragraph form, clarifying
and supporting each of the main premises as you go. Don Marquis takes this approach in “Why
Abortion Is Immoral,” explaining and arguing for each premise as he presents his main argu-
ment.'3 Skim Section II of that paper, in Part V of this book, to see how he does it.

EXPLAIN OBJECTIONS AND MEET THEM

No matter how strong your main arguments are, readers will undoubtedly have objections
to them—that is, arguments against your arguments.'* Developing your arguments also re-
quires you to discuss and respond to these objections. If you’ve followed the method of
moral reasoning presented in Chapter 8, you’ll already have a long list of objections to your
arguments. You don’t need to present all of those in your paper. Instead, focus on objections
that are either very common or particularly powerful—that is, objections that will or should
cause many readers to question your arguments.

Some people discuss objections as they present their main arguments. For instance, in
“Lifeboat Earth,” Onora Nell draws an analogy between Earth and a well-stocked lifeboat
to argue that people in wealthy countries have an obligation to donate money to fight global
poverty. Immediately after presenting this analogy, she considers an objection about the
differences between the Earth and a lifeboat. She explicitly introduces the objection by saying,
“Some may object to the metaphor ‘lifeboat Earth.” ' This ensures that the reader understands
that she is merely expressing someone else’s objection, rather than agreeing with it. Having
introduced the objection, she then presents it as a complete argument: On a lifeboat, the
objection goes, it is wrong for some people to hoard food and water because each person on
the boat has an equal claim to the food and water on it. In the case of Earth as a whole, however,
people do not have an equal claim on the world’s resources, and so those who choose to keep
their property rather than give it away are not acting wrongly. ¢

2Dougherty, “Sex, Lies, and Consent,” 720

3Don Marquis, “Why Abortion Is Immoral,” Journal of Philosophy 86 (1989): 183-202; reprinted in Part V of this book
(pp. 320-31).

If you haven’t read the section on “Objections” in Chapter 8, you should read it before continuing this section! (See pp. 82-85.)
50nora Nell, “Lifeboat Earth,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 4 (1975): 273-92; reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 498-507).
16Nell, “Lifeboat Earth,” 279.
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Other authors wait to discuss objections until after they have presented their main argument.
Sometimes they devote an entire section of the essay to discussing objections. For examples,
take a quick look in Part V at Strawser’s paper on drone warfare, Xiaofei Liu’s paper on racial
preferences on dating sites, or John Broome’s chapter on ethics and climate change.!” Because
they wait to discuss objections until later in their essays, they can offer long, careful responses
to each objection without interrupting the flow of their main argument.

Whichever way you choose to present your objections, remember that an objection is an
argument, with its own premises and conclusion. It’s often tempting to describe the objection
in just a sentence or two so that you can move on to showing what’s wrong with the objec-
tion. For instance, Nell might have just said, “Some may object to the metaphor ‘lifeboat
Earth’ because it ignores the issue of property rights,” and then jumped into her response.
Doing so, however, would leave it up to the readers to figure out exactly how the objection
works, which can leave them unsure about whether you’ve successfully responded to the ob-
jection. Even worse, failing to present the entire objection can leave you unsure about exactly
how the objection works, in which case you might not give an adequate response. Again,
take a look at the essays in Part V to see how they lay out objections as complete arguments.

Once you’ve presented an objection, you’ll need to respond to it in some way. The most
direct way to respond to an objection is to show what’s wrong with it—that is, to point out
some flaw in the argument. To see how this works, let’s look at a detailed example from
Strawser’s essay on military drones. After arguing that militaries are morally obligated to
use drones (rather than other methods) to carry out attacks, Strawser considers the following
objection:

SLIPPERY SLOPE OBJECTION TO DRONES

1. Itis morally forbidden to use fully autonomous weapons—that is, weapons (including
drones) that can “decide” to use lethal force on their own.
2. Using drones to carry out attacks will eventually lead to the use of fully autonomous
weapons.
.. 3 Itis morally forbidden to use drones to carry out attacks.'8

If this objection is cogent, then Strawser’s main conclusion is false, since militaries can’t
be obligated to use drones if they are forbidden from using them. Strawser replies to this
objection by arguing that the second premise is unsupported and therefore unreliable.!”
Since the argument doesn’t work without that premise, Strawser’s reply successfully rebuts
the objection—that is, it shows that the argument fails.

Occasionally, you’ll find an objection to your argument that does not seem to have any
flaws. In that case, you have three options, though each is problematic in its own way.
The first is to admit that the objection provides a good reason to deny your conclusion but
argue that your main argument provides an even stronger reason to accept your conclusion.
But if you do this, be prepared to argue that your argument is stronger than the objection;
simply saying so isn’t enough. Another approach is to modify your conclusion slightly to

17See: Strawser, “Moral Predators” (pp. 44767 in this volume); Xiaofei Liu, “ ‘No Fats, Femmes, or Asians’,” Moral Philosophy
and Politics 2 (2015): 255-76, reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 299-313); John Broome, Climate Matters: Ethics in a Warming
World (New York: W. W. Norton, 2012): 73-96, reprinted in Part V of this book (pp. 535-46).

18Strawser, “Moral Predators,” 349.

19Strawser, “Moral Predators,” 349-51.
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accommodate the objection. This works only if the objection points out a rather minor prob-
lem with your conclusion, so that you only need to introduce a little bit of nuance to avoid
the objection. If you’re going to take this approach, though, you should ask yourself whether
you can’t just go back and use the more nuanced conclusion from the beginning of the essay.
(Sometimes you’ll have a good reason; often you won’t, in which case you can simply go
back and revise your original conclusion.) The third approach is a bit more drastic. It only
becomes necessary if none of the previous approaches works—that is, if the objection pro-
vides a compelling reason to reject your conclusion and you cannot sidestep the objection
by making minor changes to your conclusion. In that case, you’ll need to rewrite your essay
with a very different conclusion. If you’ve used the method of moral reasoning presented in
Chapter 8, this usually won’t be necessary, since you should have already picked the conclu-
sion that was best supported by arguments, but sometimes you discover a new argument in
the process of writing and realize that your conclusion was incorrect or unsupported. In that
case, there’s nothing to do but rewrite your essay.

WRITING A CONCLUDING SECTION

A concluding paragraph or section gives you a chance to drive home the main points that you
want your readers to take away from your essay. In general, this isn’t the place to introduce
new ideas; it’s certainly not the place to introduce new arguments. One simple approach to
writing your concluding paragraph is to reiterate the main argument and restate the main
conclusion. To see a nice example of this approach, skim Anne Eaton’s “A Sensible Anti-
porn Feminism” in Part V and then look at her last paragraph to see how it concisely restates
her arguments and conclusion. A different approach is to comment on what your paper’s
argument means for how readers should live their lives. For an example of this approach,
skim Peter Singer’s “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” in Part V and then read his last two
paragraphs.

QUOTING, PARAPHRASING, AND PLAGIARIZING

When writing an ethics paper, you will often use or engage with other people’s ideas. Some-
times you’ll use an argument that someone else came up with. Sometimes you’ll need to
state someone else’s view so that you can disagree with it or use their argument as an objec-
tion to your own argument. When you use someone else’s ideas in your essay, you can either
quote that person or you can paraphrase or summarize that person’s ideas. A quotation
restates someone else’s ideas in that person’s own words, surrounded by quotation marks (if
it’s short) or set off as a block quote (if it’s more than a few lines). Paraphrasing someone,
by contrast, means restating their ideas in your own words.

Every time you use someone else’s ideas, whether in a quotation or when paraphrasing,
you must cite that person’s work. If you do not cite that person’s work, you are committing
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plagiarism, which is passing off someone’s else work or ideas as your own. Plagiarism is
dishonest and deceptive; not only does it fail to give credit where credit is due, but it misleads
your readers into thinking that you came up with something that you didn’t and, sometimes,
that you understand something that you don’t. In an academic context, this is fraud. That
said, a great deal of plagiarism is accidental; it occurs because some students aren’t sure
when or how to cite their sources. See the next section in this appendix for tips on citing
other people’s work.

Use quotations only when you have to. When writing an ethics paper, there are only a
few cases when it is worth quoting another person’s words directly. (You’ll notice that the
papers in the back of this book rarely quote other people, even when they’re discussing their
ideas.) The first case in which it’s worth quoting someone is when you need to show that the
other person really said what you’re claiming they said. This is most important when you are
criticizing that person’s claims and you want to show that you’re not misrepresenting what
he or she said. The second is when the other person’s words are unclear and you want to
discuss various interpretations of what that person said. The third is when the other person
has already expressed an idea so clearly and so concisely that attempting to paraphrase it
only makes it longer. The fourth is when the other person has phrased an idea in an especially
original or interesting way, which you think is worth sharing with your readers. In disciplines
other than philosophy, you may have other reasons to use quotations (e.g., as evidence in a
history paper or as an authoritative source on a technical matter), but if your quotations don’t
fall under one of the four cases above, think hard about whether there’s a good reason to use
the source’s exact words.

When you do quote someone else, don’t just switch from your own words to someone
else’s and then leave the quote to speak for itself. Instead, introduce the quotation using
phrases like “Thomson writes . . .”” or “Marquis argues. . . .” And once you’ve quoted some-
one, explain the quotation’s meaning (if necessary) or its relevance to your argument, using
your own words. And, of course, be sure to cite the source from which you’re quoting.

If you want to use someone else’s ideas but don’t have a good reason to quote them, you
should paraphrase their ideas instead. Doing this demonstrates, both to you and to your
readers, that you really understand—or don’t understand!—what the other person is saying.
Paraphrasing is especially useful when the original source is hard to understand. Expressing
someone else’s ideas clearly and accurately can be difficult, but as with every other skill in
writing, you can get better at it through practice. Sometimes you’ll want to restate almost
every sentence in your own words. (One word of caution: Don’t start with a quotation and
then change a word or two here and there. That will put you at the dangerous borderline be-
tween paraphrasing and plagiarizing. Instead, think carefully about what the author is saying
and then start from scratch to express that same idea in your own words.) In other cases you
can just briefly explain the main ideas, in your own words, rather than restating each point
that the other person makes.?’ As with quotations, introduce your paraphrases by saying
things like “Warren argues that . . .” or “Rachels claims that. . . .” And as with quotations, be
sure to cite your sources when paraphrasing or summarizing. Even though you haven’t used
someone else’s exact words, you have used someone else’s ideas, and you need to acknowl-
edge that person in a citation.

20Some people call this “summarizing” rather than “paraphrasing,” but the distinction isn’t that important.
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CITING YOUR SOURCES

When you use an idea that isn’t your own, whether by quoting or paraphrasing, you need to
cite your source to acknowledge the person whose idea it is. You should add a citation after
each quotation and after each paraphrase. Not only does this give credit where credit is due,
it tells your readers where they can find the information or ideas that you’ve just presented.
This is important in case your readers want to learn more about it, see the idea in context, or
check that you’ve presented the idea accurately and fairly.

A good citation provides all of the information a reader would need to find the source
from which you got the idea or information you’ve just presented. This usually means that
the citation specifies the author(s) of the source, the title of the source, when the source was
published, the book the source is in (if it’s part of a book), the URL for the source (if it’s
online), or whatever else is needed to identify the source.

To make it easier to understand citations, different disciplines have adopted some common
styles for formatting all of this information. In the humanities, including philosophy, the
most common citation styles are “Chicago style,” which comes from The Chicago Manual
of Style, and “MLA style,” which comes from the style guide of the Modern Language As-
sociation. You might also encounter “APA style,” which comes from the style guide of the
American Psychological Association, as well as others that are less common in the humani-
ties. To learn how to cite sources in any of these styles, ask your instructor or librarian for
help or search the web (e.g., by googling “help formatting citations in Chicago style” or even
something more specific, like “citing Twitter in Chicago style™).

In general, most citation styles require either that you add footnotes, endnotes, or use par-
enthetical citations. A footnote is a note at the bottom of a page, signaled by a little number
like the one at the end of this sentence.?' Endnotes are like footnotes except that they appear
at the end of the paper instead of the bottom of the page. A parenthetical citation goes at
the end of a sentence, wrapped in parentheses, and gives just enough information to know
which source the idea or information came from—usually the author’s last name, the year of
publication, and a page number, if necessary. If you use parenthetical citations, you’ll need
to include a reference list (sometimes called a works cited list or, less commonly, a bibliog-
raphy) at the end of the document.

One easy way to format citations is to use citation management software, which works
together with your word processor (and sometimes your web browser) to collect and insert
citations. Popular citation management tools include Zotero, EndNote, and Mendeley. Some
of these are free, and others may be freely available through your library or university. It may
take a little while to learn to use one of these software packages, but in the long run it can
make things a lot easier for you.

If you are writing your essay for a class or for a particular publication, check with your
instructor or the publication’s editor to see if they prefer a particular citation style. If not,
choose the style that you’re most comfortable with. But whatever you do, pick a style and
stick to it.

211¢’s best to insert footnotes using your word processor’s footnote function, rather than trying to format them by hand! In Microsoft
Word, for instance, look at the menu at the top of the window and choose Insert > Footnote.
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STYLISH ACADEMIC WRITING

“Stylish academic writing” may seem like an oxymoron. A lot of academic writing is boring
and difficult to read. It doesn’t have to be that way, though. A few guidelines can help you
write essays that are appropriately academic without being too dry or dense.

Avoid being too informal. Don’t use slang or colloquial expressions. Use proper gram-
mar. You probably shouldn’t use the second person (i.e., the word you) or use contractions
(e.g., shouldn’t in place of should not).”

On the other hand, there are some “rules” of grammar and formal writing that are okay to
break when writing an academic paper. Unless you’re writing for an instructor who says oth-
erwise, feel free to split infinitives and end sentences with prepositions, like of, with, or fo,
when doing so helps you express your ideas clearly. Go ahead and use the first person (i.e.,
the word /) when necessary, especially when you’re explaining what you’re doing or have
done in a particular part of the essay (e.g., “T argued that . . ” or “I intend to show that . . .”).
But don’t use / unnecessarily. In particular, don’t say things like, “In my opinion . . .” or, “I
believe that Thomson’s argument fails.” Just say, “Thomson’s argument fails.”

Try to write sentences that use the active voice. A sentence in the active voice focuses on
the person or thing doing the action; a sentence in the passive voice focuses on the person or
thing to which the action is being done. (Compare “Beyoncé creates the best music videos,”
which is in active voice, to “The best music videos are created by Beyoncé,” which is in pas-
sive voice.) A sentence is probably in the passive voice if it uses o be plus a verb that ends
in —ed, as in o be cited or to be quoted, or a verb that ends in —en, as in to be written or to be
eaten. If you’re not sure if a sentence is in the passive voice, here’s a test devised by ethics
professor Rebecca Johnson: if you can make a grammatically correct sentence by adding
“by zombies” to the end of the sentence, it’s in the passive voice.23 For instance, consider
the sentence, “Descartes’s theory of the mind was disproven,” which uses the passive voice.
(Notice how it focuses on what was done, rather than who did it. In fact, it doesn’t even zell
you who did it.) Adding “by zombies” gives us, “Descartes’s theory of the mind was dis-
proven by zombies,” which is a grammatically correct sentence. To change it to active voice,
we need to shift the emphasis to the person(s) or thing(s) that performed the main action of
the sentence. For instance, “Zombies disproved Descartes’s theory of the mind,” while not
historically accurate, is at least in the active voice.

Speaking of zombies, avoid what English professor Helen Sword calls “zombie nouns.
Writers create zombie nouns when they take adjectives, like formal, or verbs, like to argue,
and turn them into nouns, like formality or argumentation. Words ending in —ity, —tion, or
—ism are often zombie nouns. Academic writers sometimes use zombie nouns because they
help express complex, abstract ideas. But an essay that relies too heavily on zombie nouns
shambles along slowly and clumsily, boring the reader to death. Zombie nouns also invite
writers to indulge in foo much abstraction, making their writing hard to understand. Think

224

22Wait! Aren’t I being hypocritical here!? Not really. Different kinds of writing call for different levels of formality. This textbook
is a little less formal than most academic writing. Notice, however, that the papers in Part V of the book are more formal, and they
rarely use contractions or the word you.

23Rebecca Johnson, Twitter post, October 18, 2012, 2:26 pm, https://twitter.com/johnsonr/status/259012668298506240.

24Helen Sword, “Zombie Nouns,” New York Times, July 23, 2012, http://nyti.ms/1cWsFsJ.
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creatively about how you can use more concrete language (e.g., critics instead of criticism or
even arguments instead of argumentation) and more exciting verbs. Sometimes you won’t
find a better way to express your idea, but often you’ll come up with a more interesting way
to say what you want to say.

Above all, don’t try too hard to sound smart or stereotypically academic. Packing your
prose with fancy words and complicated sentences usually just makes you look pretentious.
Just try to express yourself as clearly as possible, and let your arguments show how smart
you are.

TERMINOLOGY TO KNOW

thesis statement quotation active voice
well-developed argument paraphrase passive voice
rebut plagiarism zombie noun
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A NOTE ON CASE STUDIES

Many chapters in this book end with a set of “case studies.” This appendix contains more
case studies, grouped thematically. You’ll find additional case studies on the textbook’s com-
panion web site. Each case study describes a real or fictional scenario and asks you to evalu-
ate a particular action. Evaluating an action, in this context, means to form a judgment about
how morally right or wrong (or good or bad) the action was. Each case study then asks you
to support your evaluation with a moral argument, sometimes with specific instructions to
use a particular kind of argument.

The simplest kind of evaluation would involve judging whether the act is morally obliga-
tory, merely morally permissible, or morally wrong. You may find that you need a more nu-
anced conclusion—for instance, that the act was supererogatory or morally indifferent. (See
pp. 14-17 for explanations of these terms.) In some cases you might find yourself making
even more nuanced claims, such as, “Her action was morally wrong, but she did bring about
a lot of good by doing it.” Such an evaluation combines a judgment about whether the action
was obligatory, wrong, or whatever with a judgment about how good or bad the action is,
how praiseworthy or blameworthy the agent is, etc. Be sure, though, that you are focusing
specifically on the action that you are asked to evaluate, rather than on some other aspect of
the scenario (e.g., the actions of other people described in the scenario) and that you form a
judgment about whether the act was right or wrong.

Note that you are not being asked to jot down the first judgment that comes to mind and
then come up with some argument to support it. Instead, take some time to think carefully
about the case. Use the tools you’ve learned from this book to figure out what arguments you
could give for different judgments. Then decide what judgment is best supported by moral
reasoning—that is, which judgment has the strongest arguments for it. In other words, you
should use these case studies as an opportunity to practice key aspects of the “method for
moral reasoning” presented in Chapter 8.

One final reminder: Some people don’t like the idea of “judging” others’ actions. But
you can form judgments about others’ actions without behaving in a judgmental way, as ex-
plained at the end of Chapter 2. You’re not being asked to decide whether someone should be



Business and Money

scolded, punished, stopped, or forced to do anything. In short, you’re not being asked what
exactly should be done in response to anyone’s action; you're only being asked to determine
whether an action is morally right or wrong.

BUSINESS AND MONEY

1. Ashley Madison is an online dating service for people who want to have extramarital
affairs. At its peak, it boasted of almost 40 million users in over 50 different countries.
But in July 2015, anonymous hackers announced they had stolen Ashley Madison’s
entire database, containing names, addresses, records of credit card transactions, and
more—including information on people who had paid Ashley Madison a $19 fee to
have all of their information deleted from the company’s databases. Accusing the com-
pany of various fraudulent practices, the hackers demanded that the owners take down
the web site permanently. They did not demand money or other compensation. The
company acknowledged that it had been hacked but refused to take down the site. The
hackers carried out their threat to release all of the information about the site’s users.
Marriages and careers were ruined. At least one person committed suicide after being
exposed as a user of the site. Evaluate the company’s decision to refuse the hackers’
demands.

2. The infamous Triangle Shirtwaist Fire of 1911 killed 146 garment workers in New
York City. The owners of the Triangle Shirtwaist Company, Max Blanck and Isaac
Harris, had failed to maintain safe working conditions in their factory: There was no
sprinkler system, some of the stairwells could not be opened from the inside, the fire
escape was so rickety that it would collapse if there were too many people on it, and
the fire hose inside the building was so old that it had rotted. When a fire broke out
on one of the upper floors of the building, some twelve dozen women were burned
alive or forced to jump to their deaths. Blanck and Harris worked on the top floor of
the building, but they escaped by climbing onto the roof and jumping to an adjoining
building. Evaluate Blanck and Harris’s act of allowing working conditions in their fac-
tory to become so dangerous.

3. By the year 2000, Houston-based energy company Enron was one of the largest
companies in the United States. What few people knew then, though, was that
Enron’s success rested in part on fraudulent and illegal accounting practices. In
August 2001, one of the company’s vice presidents, Sharon Watkins, emailed
CEO Kenneth Lay to warn him that the company was about to collapse because of
these practices, with disastrous financial consequences for many people. Lay met
privately with Watkins and promised to have the company’s lawyers investigate,
and he secretly considered having Watkins fired for causing trouble. Watkins never
took her concerns to law enforcement or the public, but she turned out to be right:
in October 2001, a series of scandals rocked the company, ultimately leading Enron
to file bankruptcy on December 2, 2001. Enron’s shareholders lost tens of billions
of dollars, and the company’s 4,000 employees lost their jobs. Evaluate Watkins’s
action of warning Lay, but not anyone else, about the danger posed by Enron’s
fraudulent accounting practices.
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4. Around the turn of the century, Indian pharmaceutical companies gave international ef-

forts to fight HIV/AIDS a major boost. They began manufacturing generic versions of
anti-retroviral drugs that had been developed by private companies in the United States
and Europe. In 2000, before the Indian companies entered the market, those drugs cost
about $10,000 per patient per year. Once Indian firms began to manufacture generic
alternatives, the price plummeted to around $140 per patient per year, enabling orga-
nizations like Doctors Without Borders to provide life-saving medicines to many more
people. Although these drugs were still patented in the United States and Europe, Indian
law permitted Indian companies to manufacture them without paying royalties to the
Western pharmaceutical companies that had developed the drugs. Those Western phar-
maceutical companies therefore viewed the Indian firms’ manufacturing as theft of intel-
lectual property. Evaluate the Indian firms’ (legally permissible) action of manufacturing
generic versions of anti-retroviral drugs without paying royalties to the drugs’ inventors.

. Entrepreneur Kim Dotcom founded Megaupload in 2005 to allow people all over

the world to upload, store, and share digital content. Eventually, the company’s sites
allegedly hosted some 12 billion files for over 100 million users and received about
50 million visits per day from around the world, raking in hundreds of millions of
dollars. In January 2012, however, the U.S. government shut down the site, accusing it
of facilitating digital piracy, and arrested Dotcom on various charges. According to the
government, as well as an independent anti-piracy organization, the material shared
through Megaupload’s sites included a great deal of copyrighted media, such as music
and movies. Google had cut off ad services to Megaupload’s sites in 2007 due to the
high levels of pirated materials on the site’s servers. Assuming that Megaupload really
did facilitate the illegal sharing of copyrighted materials, and that Kim Dotcom knew
this, evaluate Dotcom’s action of creating and maintaining the site.

WAR AND PEACE

6. Asasoldier in the U.S. Army during the Iraq War, Private Bradley Manning had access

to databases containing classified information. Manning came to believe that the public
needed to see this information in order to understand the horrors of the wars in Iraq
and Afghanistan. After contacting and being ignored by the Washington Post and the
New York Times, Manning leaked over 250,000 classified U.S. diplomatic cables and
various other files to Wikileaks, an anti-secrecy group, in 2009 and 2010. Wikileaks
published the documents online for all to see, as Manning expected. Besides the diplo-
matic cables and other confidential messages, the files included videos of deadly U.S.
airstrikes. One video, for instance, showed a U.S. attack helicopter mistakenly firing
on journalists during a 2007 airstrike in Baghdad. The United States charged Manning
with a range of crimes, from failure to follow Army regulations to “aiding the enemy.”
Manning pleaded guilty to some of these charges and entered no plea to the others,
including the charge of aiding the enemy. He says that he only released documents that
he thought would embarrass, but not harm, the United States. Evaluate Manning’s act
of leaking these classified documents to Wikileaks.
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War and Peace

There was no time for Lt. Heather Penney and Col. Marc Sasseville to load their F-16
fighter jets with ammunition or missiles before they took off from Andrews Air Force
Base on September 11, 2001. That left only one way for the fighter pilots to fulfill their
mission of bringing down United Airlines flight 93: they were going to ram their jets
directly into the hijacked plane. They considered ejecting before the planes collided.
They rejected that plan, however, because it would mean that if the jets missed the
airliner, there would be no way to stop it from reaching Washington, D.C. Fortunately
for Penney and Sasseville, the passengers on flight 93 forced the hijackers to crash the
plane themselves, so the fighter pilots didn’t have to go through with their suicide mis-
sion. Evaluate Penney and Sasseville’s action of taking off with the intent to ram flight
93, as ordered, to stop the airliner from reaching Washington, D.C.

. Following the collapse of the Han dynasty toward the end of the second century, China

fell into a prolonged and enormously destructive civil war. One of the major players in
this war was a general named Guan Yu. Early in the war, Guan and two companions,
Liu Bei and Zhang Fei, swore a solemn oath to regard one another as brothers and
never to do anything to betray their friendship. Later in the war, Guan was captured
by Liu Bei’s powerful enemy, Cao Cao. Cao spared Guan’s life and enticed him into
serving in Cao’s army by offering him generous gifts and titles. After serving Cao
long enough to repay his mercy and generosity, however, Guan informed Cao that
he was leaving his service and rejoining Liu Bei. By supporting Liu Bei against Cao
Cao, Guan almost certainly prolonged the bloody civil war, leading to a great deal of
additional death and suffering throughout China. Evaluate Guan’s action of leaving
Cao’s service and rejoining Liu Bei.

. During its invasion of the Palestinian-controlled Gaza Strip in 2014, the Israeli military

sometimes targeted residential buildings that it believed had been used for military
purposes. The military would issue warnings shortly before bombing the buildings,
often by calling the people who lived in the building and telling them that they had
five minutes to evacuate. (Sometimes people defied or ignored the warnings—even
going onto the roof to act as human shields. In at least some cases, the Israeli military
bombed the building anyway.) During the invasion, the military also scattered leaflets
over areas of heavy fighting, explaining to residents that the military did not wish to
harm them or their families and encouraging them to gather in specific areas of the city
until the fighting was over. Evaluate the Israeli military’s action of providing warnings
to civilians to encourage them to evacuate bombing targets and areas of heavy fighting.
Taliban militants captured U.S. Army soldier Bowe Bergdahl on or around June 30,
2009. The exact details of his capture remain murky, but various sources indicate that
Bergdahl w