Moral Theories

A moral theory is a mechanism for assessing whether a particular action or rule is ethically justified.   More precisely, amoral theory helps us to sharpen our moral vision; it helps us to determine whether an action or rule is ethically right (meaning it is required and must be performed or followed), wrong (meaning it must not be performed or followed), or permissible (meaning it may be, but need not be, performed or followed).  Students sometimes confuse the concepts of “ethically right” and “ethically permissible,” but the distinction is important.  Something that is ethically permissible provides much more leeway-it allows for a choice, whereas something that is ethically right leaves no room for choice.  It is permissible for you to collect stamps; doing so is neither required nor prohibited, and so you have a choice, ethically, about whether this is an activity to pursue.  It is (usually) right that you keep your promises; doing so is required, and so there is no choice, ethically, about this.

 The important point there is that we are limited by our circumstances and by our own conditions. An ethical theory that instructs us to do what is physically impossible or even psychologically impossible is not a very practical ethical theory and is not very good.  The rules and guidelines that follow from it must be feasible.

Professionals, Ethics, and Moral Theory

In sum, three points should be emphasized.  First, it is important to recognize that what you “feel” is right may not in fact be the right thing to do.  What you were taught, what your conscience tells you, the principles of your religion, even the principles of law-these can turn out to be mistaken, all of them.  Moral theories, when used correctly provide ways of dealing with issues that necessitate setting aside these sorts of things that can skew one’s moral vision. They provide ways of getting outside or own perspectives at least as much as is possible, and they enable us to assess perspectives and view points with which we initially disagree in order to assess whether that initial disagreement is justified.  Regardless of what your reasoned conclusions about specific issues turn out to be, moral theory helps to provide more complete reasons for them.

Second, that the theories can be complex and tedious to use, perhaps too tedious for professionals who, after all, have a great many things to remember and worry about.  The important point here is that every detail of every theory need not, ultimately, be remember and worry about.  The important point here is that every detail of every theory need not, ultimately, be remembered.  If the theories are learned well now, and if the articles and cases are read and analyzed through the lenses of moral theory, then real-life cases will be seen in a new light and the process of ethical analysis will be much less tedious in the future than it is in the beginning.

Third, it must be recognized that acting ethically in the professions is important.  It is sometimes believed that professionals have a certain choice when faced with a difficulty situation: one can either do what is best for one’s career or one’s company, or one can do what is ethical.  This apparent dilemma, however, does not really exist.  Over the long run, acting ethically pays off, though this is not always clear.  Developing the habit of doing the right thing benefits you personally, it benefits you professionally, and it benefits your company or organization.  Professionals who internalize ethical ways of thinking become, over the long run, recognized by their bosses, employees, customers, and coworkers as people who can be trusted, and developing a sense of trust with these group is crucial for professional success.

Of course, the fact that acting ethically “pays off” in these ways does not mean that this is the reason to act ethically; more philosophically, acting ethically is important not because it happens to bring about personal or professional benefits, but rather, for its own sake. Indeed, acting “ethically” in order to benefit yourself or your company is probably not acting ethically.  Nonetheless, acting ethically and acting in the best interests of oneself and one’s company, far from being exclusive, are complementary.  There is therefore, every reason to act ethically, and this course is devoted to the search for ethical truth in the professions through the use of critical and logical analysis.

