Unit 1:
“Avoiding the pitfall of separating ethics and morality”

Avoiding the pitfall of separating ethics and morality

Although the terms ethics and morality have two different
definitions in the dictionary, throughout this book we use them
interchangeably and don’t make any effort to distinguish between
the ideas. The truth is that you can argue all day about whether
something is immoral or just unethical, whether someone has
ethics but no morals, or whether ethics is about society but
morality is about you.

The reason these arguments don’t go anywhere is that in the end,
both ethics and morality are actually about the same: What you
ought to be doing with your life. “If it’s true that an act is immoral,
then you ought not to do it. The situation doesn’t change if the act
is unethical instead. It’s still something you ought not to do.”

“But wait!” you may say. “Ethics and morality can’t be the same
thing. Something can be unethical but still moral.” Some people
think, for instance, that Robin Hood'’s stealing to feed the poor was
unethical but still moral. That thought may be true — we’re not
saying that words don’t get used in that way. But in the end, what
do you really want to know about Robin Hood?

You want to know whether he ought to have been doing what he
did. Ditto with something that seems immoral but may still be
ethical, like selling goods at hugely inflated prices. If ethics and
morality say different things, you need to find out what the
relationship between you and your customers should be and how
you should act, feel, and think toward them based on that
relationship. 1

Tom Morris, Philosophy for Dummies, p658-659.



So, seriously, don’t worry about the difference between ethics and
morality. Your ethical conversations will make a lot more progress if
you just concentrate on the “oughtiness” of things. Professional
philosophers don’t bother distinguishing between the two lots of
the time, so you shouldn’t either.”1
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