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Lecture 1
Introduction to Ethics

e  Ethics comes from Greek word “ethos” meaning "relating
to one's character”.

e  Ethics as a branch of philosophy, involves systematizing,
defending, and recommending concepts of right and
wrong behaviour.

e  Ethics seeks to resolve questions of human morality by
defining concepts such as good and evil, right and wrong,
virtue and vice, justice and crime.

e Its subject consists of the fundamental issues of practical
decision making, and its major concerns include the
nature of ultimate value and the standards by which
human actions can be judged right or wrong.

e  Ethics provides us with a moral map, a framework that we
can use to find our way through difficult issues.

e  Ethics covers the following dilemmas:

How to live a good life

Our rights and responsibilities

The language of right and wrong

Moral decisions - what is good and bad?

YV V VYV

Some definitions of ethics

e Ethics is a set of concepts and principles that guide us in
determining what behaviour helps or harms sentient
creatures

e  Ethics is defined as a moral philosophy or code of morals
practiced by a person or group of people.

e  Ethics is the study of questions of morality, the search to
understand what is right, wrong, good, and bad.

e Ethics is a system of moral principles and perceptions
about right versus wrong.

e  Ethics serve as a guide to moral daily living and helps us
judge whether our behaviour can be justified.

e  Ethicsrefers to society's sense of the right way ofliving
our daily lives. It does this by establishing rules,
principles, and values on which we can base our conduct.

Being ethical is not the same as following the law.
Although ethical people always try to be law-abiding,
there may be instances where their sense of ethics tells
them it is best not to follow the law. These situations are
rare and should be based on sound ethical reasons. Did
Edward Snowden act from a purely ethical point of view
even though he knew he was breaking the law? Was he
motivated to disclose sensitive information “for the
greater good?”

Origin of Ethics
According to philosophers ethics originated from-

»  God and religion

» Human conscience and intuition,

»  Arational moral costebenefit analysis of actions and
their effects

»  The example of good human beings

»  Adesire for the best for people in each unique
situation

»  Political power

Use is ethics in Life

Human beings often behave irrationally ¢ they follow
their 'gut instinct' even when their head suggests a
different course of action. However, ethics does provide
good tools for thinking about moral issues.

Ethics can provide a moral map - Most moral issuesget
us pretty worked up e think of abortion and euthanasia for
starters. Because these are such emotional issues we
often let our hearts do the arguing while our brains just
go with the flow. But there's another way of tackling these
issues, and that's where philosophers can come in e they
offer us ethical rules and principles that enable us to take
a cooler view of moral problems.

Ethics can pinpoint a disagreement - Using the
framework of ethics, two people who are arguing a moral
issue can often find that what they disagree about is just
one particular part of the issue, and that they broadly
agree on everything else. That can take a lot of heat out of
the argument, and sometimes even hint at a way for them
to resolve their problem.

Ethics is about the 'other' - At the heart of ethics is a
concern about something or someone other than
ourselves and our own desires and selfe interest. Ethics is
concerned with other people's interests, with the
interests of society, with God's interests, with "ultimate
goods", and so on. So when a person 'thinks ethically’ they
are giving at least some thought to something beyond
themselves.

Ethics as source of group strength - One problem with
ethics is the way it's often used as a weapon. If a group
believes that a particular activity is "wrong" it can then
use morality as the justification for attacking those who
practice that activity. When people do this, they often see
those who they regard as immoral as in some way less
human or deserving of respect than themselves;
sometimes with tragic consequences.

Good people as well as good actions - Ethics is not only
about the morality of particular courses of action, but it's
also about the goodness of individuals and what it means
to live a good life. Virtue Ethics is particularly concerned
with the moral character of human beings.

Searching for the source of right and wrong - At times
in the past some people thought that ethical problems
could be solved in one of two ways: by discovering what
God wanted people to do, by thinking rigorously about
moral principles and problems. If a person did this
properly they would be led to the right conclusion.

Essence of Ethics

Essence means the characteristic or intrinsic feature of a
thing, which determines its identity; fundamental nature.
The essence of ethics can be considered in the core ethical
principles of beneficence (do good), nonmaleficence (do
not harm), autonomy (control by the individual), and
justice (fairness).

Absolute vs Relative ethics

Absolute ethics holds that there is one universal moral
code which is final and applies equally to all men of all
ages, and that changing situations or changing views
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make no difference whatsoever to this absolute moral
code.

e Relative or relativistic ethics holds that the moral
standard varies with different circumstances.

e There are so many cultural and religious differences and
in some circumsatnces, it may be ethically correct to do
certain things but in other situations it might be
completely immoral.

e For example it is right for Muslim people to have four
wives but for a Christian man this would be considered
immoral.

Legal ethics vs Moral ethics

e Itisnotnecessary that somethinglegal is obviously moral.
Legal means allowed by state. For example, capital
punishment, abortion etc.

e  Ethics and law are not the same. An action may be legal
but unethical or illegal but ethical.

e Indeed, in the last century, many social reformers urged
citizens to disobey laws in order to protest what they
regarded as immoral or unjust laws.

e  Peaceful civil disobedience by Gandhiji was an ethical way
of expressing political viewpoints.

Determinants of Ethics

Determinants of Ethics are foundations from which ethical
standards develop. For example,

Time

e Historical background shape the societal -ethical
behaviour. For example, Code of Hammurabi, made
Bribery a crime in Babylon during 18t centuryB.C.

e  Historical common ethical codes, such as against murder,
causing injury to fellow human being, honour and
reputation of an individual.

Family

e A person’s family values have great influence on his/her
ethical behaviour. For example, In a joint family, a person
becomes more tolerant to the views of other than person
living in nuclear family.

Society

e  Cultural values/traditions in society affects the ethical
standards of that society. For example, in Indian culture it
is common to show respects to husband by touching their
feet but in western culture it can be thought as derogatory
to women.

Law

e Law of the land determine at large the set of ethical
standards must followed by its practitioners. For
example, In some fundamental Islamic countries Women
have been given 2nd grade citizen treatment bylaw.

Education

e  The education qualification as well as quality of education
has great impact on individual & societal ethical

behaviour. For example, It is common that most violent
criminals have very poor education or not at all.

Life Experiences

Life experience are the greatest effective determinants of
shaping person’s ethical behaviour. For example a core
xenophobe person may change his ethical belief when he
himself becomes victim of xenophobia in another country.

Religion

Most religions have an ethical component, often derived
from purported supernatural revelation or guidance.
Some assert that religion is necessary to live ethically. For
example,

According to traditional Buddhism, the foundation of
Buddhist ethics for laypeople is the Pancasila: no killing,
stealing, lying, sexual misconduct, or intoxicants.

In becoming a Buddhist, or affirming one's commitment
to Buddhism, a layperson is encouraged to vow to abstain
from these negative actions.

Christian ethics includes questions regarding how the rich
should act toward the poor, how women are to be treated,
and the morality of war.

Ethics is called Nitisastra in ancient texts of Hinduism.
Ethics are explained in Hindu philosophy as something
that cannot be imposed, but something that is realized
and voluntarily lived up to by each individual.

Islamic ethics defined as "good character”. The unique
feature of the Islamic ethical system is that it permeates
all spheres and fields of human life. Adherence to ethical
behavior is part of Imaan (faith) itself, and as such, social
responsibility and justice is considered as an offshoot of a
Muslim belief system.

Dimensions of Ethics

Meta Ethics or Analytical Ethics

It is the branch of philosophical ethics that asks how we
understand, know about, and what we mean when we talk
about what is right and what is wrong.

The discipline concerned with elucidating the meaning of
ethical terms or the discipline concerned with the
comparison of ethical theories.

Metaethics is an analytical inquiry. Metaethics asks,
"Whatis_ ?" e.g., goodness, excellence, right, amoral, and
so on.

Normative Ethics

Normative ethics is the study of ethical action.

It is the branch of ethics that investigates the set of
questions that arise when considering how one ought to
act, morally speaking.

Normative ethics involves creating or evaluating moral
standards. Thus, it is an attempt to figure out what people
should do or whether their current moral behaviour is
reasonable.

Normative ethics is distinct from meta-ethics because
normative ethics examines standards for the rightness
and wrongness of actions, while meta-ethics studies the
meaning of moral language and the metaphysics of moral
facts.
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e Normative ethics is also distinct from descriptive ethics,
as the latter is an empirical investigation of people's
moral beliefs.

e To put it another way, descriptive ethics would be
concerned with determining what proportion of people
believe that killing is always wrong, while normative
ethics is concerned with whether it is correct to hold such
a belief.

e Hence, normative ethics is sometimes called prescriptive,
rather than descriptive.

e However, on certain versions of the meta-ethical view
called moral realism, moral facts are both descriptive and
prescriptive at the same time.

e More specifically, normative ethics is the discipline
concerned with judgments of setting up norms for ...

a.  Whenan actis right or wrong--e.g., is it wrong to liter on
campus when we pay someone to pick up the litter.

b. What kinds of things are good or desirable—i.e,, is
knowledge to ge sought for its own sake or for money;
is money to be sought for its own sake or for power? And
so on.

c¢.  When a person deserves blame, reward, or neither—
e.g., a person who stole your wallet returns it intact two
weeks later, how doe you judge his actions? What is
appropriate to say?

Descriptive Ethics or Comparative ethics

e The category of descriptive ethics is the easiest to
understand - it simply involves describing how people
behave and/or what sorts of moral standards they claim
to follow.

e  This is the division of philosophical or general ethics that
involves the observation of the moral decision-making
process with the goal of describing the phenomenon.

e Descriptive ethics incorporates research from the fields of
anthropology, psychology, sociology and history as part of
the process of understanding what people do or have
believed about moral norms.

e Those working on descriptive ethics aim to uncover
people's beliefs about such things as values, which actions
are right and wrong, and which characteristics of moral
agents are virtuous.

e Research into descriptive ethics may also investigate
people's ethical ideals or what actions societies reward or
punish in law or politics. What ought to be noted is that
culture is generational and not static.

e  Therefore, a new generation will come with its own set of
morals and that qualifies to be their ethics. Descriptive
ethics will hence try to oversee whether ethics still holds
its place.

Applied Ethics

e Applied ethics is the application of general ethical
theories to moral problems with the objective of solving
the problems.

e It is ethics with respect to real-world actions and their
moral considerations in the areas of private and public
life, the professions, health, technology, law, and
leadership.

e Applied ethics is also used more broadly to refer to any
use of philosophical methods critically to examine

practical moral decisions and to treat moral problems,
practices, and policies in the professions, technology,
government, and the like.

e Subsets of applied ethics include,

Medical ethics

e Itis a system of moral principles that apply values to the
practice of clinical medicine and in scientific research.

e Medical ethics is based on a set of values that
professionals can refer to in the case of any confusion or
conflict. These values include the respect for autonomy,
non-maleficence, beneficence, and justice.

Bioethics

e It is the study of the ethical issues emerging from
advances in biology and medicine. It is also moral
discernment as it relates to medical policy and practice.

e  Bioethics are concerned with the ethical questions that
arise in the relationships among life sciences,
biotechnology, medicine and medical ethics, politics, law,
theology and philosophy.

e For example, the bioethics community is concerned with
identifying the correct approach to moral issues in the life
sciences, such as euthanasia, the allocation of scarce
health resources, or the use of human embryos in
research.

Environmental ethics

e It is concerned with ecological issues such as the
responsibility of government and corporations to clean
up pollution.

e It concerns human beings’ ethical relationship with the
natural environment.

e It is an established field of practical philosophy which
reconstructs the essential types of argumentation that can
be made for protecting natural entities and the
sustainable use of natural resources.

Legal ethics

e Itisthe minimum standards of appropriate conduct
within the legal profession.

e Itis the behavioral norms and morals which govern
judges and lawyers.

e Itinvolves duties that the members owe one another,
their clients, and the courts.

Business Ethics

It is a study of the moral issues that arise when human beings
exchange goods and services, where such exchanges are
fundamental to our daily existence.

It includes questions such as the duties or duty of
‘whistleblowers' to the general public or their loyalty to their
employers.

Professional Ethics

Professional ethics is defined as the personal and corporate
rules that govern behavior within the context of a particular
profession.
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An example of professional ethics is the American Bar
Association's set of ethical rules that govern an attorney's
moral obligations.

Neuroethics

e Neuroethics refers to the research on ethics done within
the field of neuroscience.

e Neuroethics can also refer to the ethical issues that may
arise in the research and study of neuroscience.
Neuroscience is the study of the nervous system and the
brain.

e  Research in neuroscience shows that the way the brain is
wired has much to do with how and why people make
moral decisions. In fact, neuroscience shows that a
network of various regions of the brain is consistently
involved in moral decision-making.

e  So,while ethics and morality were once exclusively within
the province of philosophers and theologians, future
research in neuroscience may contribute greatly to the
resolution of key questions in these areas.

e The field of neuroethics is relatively new, and its findings
are far from settled. It examines the brain in relationship
to questions like “Is there free will?” and “Is the human
moral sense innate, or in other words, ‘hardwired’ in the
brain?”

e Tosummarise dimensions of ethics look for the answers

of following questions,

»  Descriptive ethics: What do people think is right?

» Meta-ethics: What does "right" even mean?

» Normative (prescriptive) ethics: How should
people act?

» Applied ethics: How do we take moral knowledge
and put it into practice?

Types of Ethics
Behavioural Ethics

e  Behavioral ethics is the study of why people make the
ethical and unethical decisions that they do. Its teachings
arise from research in fields such as behavioral
psychology, cognitive science, and evolutionary biology.

e  Behavioral ethics is different from traditional philosophy.
Instead of focusing on how people ought to behave,
behavioral ethics studies why people act as they do.
Arguably, it is more useful to understand our own
motivations than to understand the philosophy of
Aristotle.

e Research in behavioral ethics finds that people are far
from completely rational. Most ethical choices are made
intuitively, by feeling, not after carefully analyzing a
situation. Usually, people who make unethical decisions
are unconsciously influenced by internal biases, like the
self-serving bias, by outside pressures, like the pressure
to conform, and by situational factors that they do not
even notice.

e So, behavioral ethics seeks to understand why even
people with the best intentions can make poor ethical
choices.

Intuitionism

Intuitionists think that good and bad are real objective
properties that can't be broken down into component
parts. Something is good because it's good; its goodness
doesn't need justifying or proving.

Intuitionists think that goodness or badness can be
detected by adults e they say that human beings have an
intuitive moral sense that enables them to detect real
moral truths.

They think that basic moral truths of what is good and bad
are selfeevident to a person who directs their mind
towards moral issues.

So good things are the things that a sensible person
realises are good if they spend some time pondering the
subject.

Consequentialism

This is the ethical theory that most nonereligious people
think they use every day. It bases morality on the
consequences of human actions and not on the actions
themselves.
Consequentialism teaches that people should do
whatever produces the greatest amount of good
consequences.
One famous way of putting this is 'the greatest good for
the greatest number of people'.
The most common forms of consequentialism are the
various versions of utilitarianism, which favour actions
that produce the greatest amount of happiness.
Despite its obvious commonesense appeal,
consequentialism turns out to be a complicated theory,
and doesn't provide a complete solution to all ethical
problems.
Two problems with consequentialism are:

» it can lead to the conclusion that some quite

dreadful acts are good.
» predicting and evaluating the consequences of
actions is often very difficult.

Situation ethics

Situation ethics rejects prescriptive rules and argues that
individual ethical decisions should be made according to
the unique situation.

Rather than following rules the decision maker should
follow a desire to seek the best for the people involved.
There are no moral rules or rights e each case is unique
and deserves a unique solution.

Deontology or Noneconsequentialism

Deontology is an ethical theory that uses rules to
distinguish right from wrong. Deontology is often
associated with philosopher Immanuel Kant. Kant
believed that ethical actions follow universal moral laws,
such as “Don’t lie. Don’t steal. Don’t cheat.”

Deontology is simple to apply. It just requires that people
follow the rules and do their duty. This approach tendsto
fit well with our natural intuition about what is or isn’t
ethical.

Unlike consequentialism, which judges actions by their
results, deontology doesn’t require weighing the costs
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and benefits of a situation. This avoids subjectivity and
uncertainty because you only have to follow set rules.
Despite its strengths, rigidly following deontology can
produce results that many people find unacceptable. For
example, suppose you're a software engineer and learn
that a nuclear missile is about to launch that might starta
war. You can hack the network and cancelthe launch, but
it’s against your professional code of ethics to break into
any software system without permission. And, it’s a form
of lying and cheating. Deontology advises not to violate
this rule. However, in letting the missile launch,
thousands of people will die.

So, following the rules makes deontology easy to apply.
But it also means disregarding the possible consequences
of our actions when determining what is right and what is
wrong.

Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism is an ethical theory that determines right
from wrong by focusing on outcomes. It is a form of
consequentialism.

Utilitarianism holds that the most ethical choice is the one
that will produce the greatest good for the greatest
number. It is the only moral framework that can be used
to justify military force or war. It is also the most common
approach to moral reasoning used in business because of
the way in which it accounts for costs and benefits.
However, because we cannot predict the future, it's
difficult to know with certainty whether the
consequences of our actions will be good or bad. This is
one of the limitations of utilitarianism.

Utilitarianism also has trouble accounting for valuessuch
as justice and individual rights.

For example, assume a hospital has four people whose
lives depend upon receiving organ transplants: a heart,
lungs, a kidney, and a liver. If a healthy person wanders
into the hospital, his organs could be harvested to save
four lives at the expense of one life. This would arguably
produce the greatest good for the greatest number. But
few would consider it an acceptable course of action, let
alone the most ethical one.

So, although utilitarianism is arguably the most reason-
based approach to determining right and wrong, it has
obvious limitations.

Hedonism

Hedonism is a school of thought that argues seeking
pleasure and avoiding suffering are the only components
of well-being.

It is the doctrine that pleasure or happiness is the highest
good. It holds the view that devotion to pleasure as a way
of life.

Ethical hedonism is the view that our fundamental moral
obligation is to maximize pleasure or happiness.

Ethical hedonism is most associated with the ancient
Greek philosopher Epicurus (342-270 BCE.) who taught
that our life's goal should be to minimize pain and
maximize pleasure. In fact, all of our actions should have
that aim.

Gandhism

Opposite of Hedonism because it preaches Complete control
over senses, Bramhcharya.

It promotes minimalist life i.e. you should life by fulfilling your
basic needs. Live by principle of trustisheep.

Virtue Ethics

e  Virtue ethics is a philosophy developed by Aristotle and
other ancient Greeks. It is the quest to understand and live
a life of moral character.

e  This character-based approach to morality assumes that
we acquire virtue through practice.

e By practicing being honest, brave, just, generous, and so
on, a person develops an honorable and moral character.

e According to Aristotle, by honing virtuous habits, people
will likely make the right choice when faced with ethical
challenges.

e To illustrate the difference among three key moral
philosophies, ethicists Mark White and Robert Arp refer
to the film The Dark Knight where Batman has the
opportunity to kill the Joker.

e  Utilitarians, White and Arp suggest, would endorse killing
the Joker. By taking this one life, Batman could save
multitudes. Deontologists, on the other hand, would reject
killing the Joker simply because it's wrong to kill. But a
virtue ethicist “would highlight the character of the
person who Kills the Joker. Does Batman want to be the
kind of person who takes his enemies’ lives?” No, in fact,
he doesn’t.

e  So, virtue ethics helps us understand what it means to be
a virtuous human being. And, it gives us a guide for living
life without giving us specific rules for resolving ethical
dilemmas.

Morality

e  Morality is a set of personal or social standards for good
or bad behaviour and character.

e It is the quality of being right, honest, or acceptable. For
example, “ I have a question of morality of forcing old
people to work in mines”.

e Both morality and ethics loosely have to do with
distinguishing the difference between “good and bad” or
“right and wrong.

e Morality as something that’s personal and normative,
whereas ethics is the standards of “good and bad”
distinguished by a certain community or social setting.

e  For example, your local community may think adultery is
immoral, and you personally may agree with that.
However, the distinction can be useful if your local
community has no strong feelings about adultery, but you
consider adultery immoral on a personal level. By these
definitions of the terms, your morality would contradict
the ethics of your community.

e  Ethics refer to rules provided by an external source, e.g.,
codes of conduct in workplaces or principles in religions.
Morals refer to an individual’s own principles regarding
right and wrong.

e A person strictly following Ethical Principles may not
have any Morals at all. Likewise, one could violate Ethical
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Principles within a given system of rules in order to
maintain Moral integrity.

e  Ethics are governed by professional and legal guidelines
within a particular time and place. Morality transcends
cultural norms.

Terms related to Morality
Nonmoral

e Those areas of interest where moral categories cannotbe
applied.

e  However, almost all examples involving human intention,
volition, or behaviour are described in terms of moral
categories, ceteris paribus, since such examples involve
the possibility of helping or harming oneself or others.

e For example, wondering whether one should eat
grapefruit, wear socks of a specific shade of color, or part
your hair on the left side of the head are all usually
considered nonmoral issues. Yet there are circumstances
where such actions could have moral consequences.

e  Generally speaking, statements in the sciences i.e. factual
statements are considered to be about nonmoral.

e  "Nonmoral" actions would be those actions where moral
categories (such a right and wrong) cannot be applied
(such as matters of fact in scientific descriptions).

e A nonintentional action such as reflex or an accident
would be ordinarily a nonmoral action.

e An unintentional action resulting from ignorance is
sometimes called "nonmoral" and other times called
"immoral" depending upon the code of the society as to
whether or not a person is morally responsible for
knowledge. (The Socratic Paradox.)

e  From this point of view, amoral actions would be without
concern or intention as to moral consequences.

Immoral

e Those areas of interest where moral categories do apply
and of are such a kind as to be evil, sinful, or wrong
according to some code or theory of ethics. For example,
telling a lie is an immoral action.

e  Animmoral action then can be defined as a violation of a
rule or code of ethics.

e  Strictly speaking, on the one hand, an action could be
considered immoral on the basis of one rule, code, or
theory and, on the other hand, be considered moral or
even nonmoral on another rule, code, or theory. Such
examples are common from the point of view of
sociological relativism.

Amoral

e Those areas of interest exhibiting indifference to and not
abiding by the moral rules or codes of society.

e An amoral action by one person could be considered
nonmoral (or even immoral) by a specific society,
depending upon the moral code of the society.

e IfItell a lie without concern for the moral concepts of a
society of what is good and bad, then I have acted
amorally. (Notice how such a view makes the use of
"amoral" intentional.)

e For example, a sociopath, sometimes called a person
without a conscience, and a very young child are called

"amoral" because such people have no feeling or
understanding of the concepts of right and wrong.

If I tell a lie without concern for the moral rules of society
and it is a "white" lie and "white" lies are permissible in
that society, then I am actually acting amorally.
Nevertheless, my action is considered to be by the rules of
that society nonmoral or morally permissible.

The "white" lie told in a society where such actions are
against the moral code would be considered an immoral
action and would be called "wrong."

It should be noted that "amoral” is sometimes used in
ordinary language in the same way that "nonmoral" is
used.

"Amoral" is sometimes defined with reference to value-
free situations (neither moral nor immoral).

For example, physics would be an amoral discipline in this
sense of the term.

Moral Absolutism

Moral absolutism asserts that there are certain universal
moral principles by which all peoples’ actions may be
judged. It is a form of deontology.

The challenge with moral absolutism, however, is that
there will always be strong disagreements about which
moral principles are correct and which are incorrect.

For example, most people around the world probably
accept the idea that we should treat others as we wish to
be treated ourselves. But beyond that, people from
different countries likely hold varying views about
everything from the morality of abortion and capital
punishment to nepotism and bribery.

Moral absolutism contrasts with moral relativism, which
denies that there are absolute moral values. Italso differs
from moral pluralism, which urges tolerance of others’
moral principles without concluding that all views are
equally valid.

So, while moral absolutism declares a universal set of
moral values, in reality, moral principles vary greatly
among nations, cultures, and religions.

Moral Agent

A moral agent is a person who has the ability to discern
right from wrong and to be held accountable for his or her
own actions. Moral agents have a moral responsibility not
to cause unjustified harm.

Traditionally, moral agency is assigned only to those who
can be held responsible for their actions. Children, and
adults with certain mental disabilities, may have little or
no capacity to be moral agents. Adults with full mental
capacity relinquish their moral agency only in extreme
situations, like being held hostage.

By expecting people to act as moral agents, we hold
people accountable for the harm they cause others.

So, do corporations have moral agency? As artificial
intelligence develops, will robots have moral agency? And
what about socially intelligent non-human animals such
as dolphins and elephants?

Indeed, future philosophers and legal scholars will need
to consider moral agency as it applies to these situations
and others.
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Moral Cognition

Moral cognition is the study of the brain’s role in moral
judgment and decision-making. As a social science, it
involves understanding the rationalizations and biases
that affect moral decision-making. Moral cognition also
involves the scientific study of the brain that is evolving
along with technology.

Researchers who study moral cognition attempt to
provide social and biological explanations for how our
brains process information and make moral or immoral
choices. Some scientist examine genetic and molecular
influences, while others use neuroimaging to map the
areas of the brain that direct people’s choices.

Moral thinking appears to be a complicated process.
There is no single seat of moral activity in the brain.
However, a network of various regions of the brain does
consistently appear to be involved in moral decision-
making.

So, the study of moral cognition does not aim to tell people
what choices they should make. Rather, it attempts to
explain how and why people make the moral choicesthat
they do.

Moral Emotions

Emotions - that is to say feelings and intuitions - play a
major role in most of the ethical decisions people make.
Most people do not realize how much their emotions
direct their moral choices. But experts think it is
impossible to make any important moral judgments
without emotions.

Inner-directed  negative  emotions  like  guilt,
embarrassment, and shame often motivate people to act
ethically.

Outer-directed negative emotions, on the other hand,aim
to discipline or punish. For example, people often direct
anger, disgust, or contempt at those who have acted
unethically. This discourages others from behaving the
same way.

Positive emotions like gratitude and admiration, which
people may feel when they see another acting with
compassion or Kindness, can prompt people to help
others.

Emotions evoked by suffering, such as sympathy and
empathy, often lead people to act ethically toward others.
Indeed, empathy is the central moral emotion that most
commonly motivates prosocial activity such as altruism,
cooperation, and generosity.

So, while we may believe that our moral decisions are
influenced most by our philosophy or religious values, in
truth our emotions play a significant role in our ethical
decision-making.

Moral Equilibrium

Moral equilibrium is the idea that most people keep a
running mental scoreboard where they compare their
self-image as a good person with what they actually do.
When we do something inconsistent with our positive
self-image, we naturally feel a deficit on the good side of
our scoreboard. Then, we will often actively look for an
opportunity to do something good to bring things back
into equilibrium. This is called moral compensation.

Conversely, when we have done something honorable, we
feel a surplus on the good side of our mental scoreboard.
Then, we may then give ourselves permission not to live
up to our own ethical standards. This is called moral
licensing.

For example, Oral Suer, the hard-working CEO of the
Washington D.C.-area United Way, raised more than $1
billion for local charities. Unfortunately, Suer gave himself
license to divert substantial sums intended for the charity
for his personal use to reward himself for his gooddeeds.
So, our tendency to maintain moral equilibrium may
mean that we will act unethically. Indeed, we must guard
against our natural inclination to give ourselves
permission to depart from our usual moral standards.

Moral Imagination

Moral imagination, according to philosopher Mark
Johnson, means envisioning the full range of possibilities
in a particular situation in order to solve an ethical
challenge. Johnson emphasizes that acting morally often
requires more than just strength of character. For
example, moral action requires empathy and the
awareness to discern what is morally relevant in a given
situation.

Moral imagination, as defined by Minette Drumwright and
Patrick Murphy, is the ability to be simultaneously ethical
and successful by envisioning new and creative
alternatives. In other words, can people look beyond the
dollars-and-cents impact of a decision to see how it affects
others?

For example, consider Nestle Foods. The company refused
to target young children with advertising for its high
sugar, high fat products. Instead, to keep the company
competitive in that market, it innovated and created new,
healthier products to advertise to young children.
Indeed, moral imagination, combined with creativity and
moral courage, enables both individuals and businesses to
act more ethically in society.

Moral Muteness

Moral muteness occurs when people witness unethical
behavior and choose not to say anything. It can also occur
when people communicate in ways that obscure their
moral beliefs and commitments.

When we see others acting unethically, often the easiest
thing to do is look the other way. Studies show that less
than half of those who witness organizational wrongdoing
report it. To speak out risks conflict, and we tend to avoid
conflict because we pay an emotional and social cost for
it.

For example, in one study, psychologist Harold
Takooshian planted fur coats, cameras, and TVs inside
310 locked cars in New York City. He sent a team of
volunteers to break into the cars and steal the valuables,
asking the “thieves” to act in an obviously suspicious
manner. About 3,500 people witnessed the break-ins,but
only 9 people took any kind of action. Of those who spoke
up, five were policemen.

Indeed, only a relatively small percentage of people who
see wrongdoing speak up. But, if we wish to be ethical
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