Unit 4:

“Requiring, forbidding, permitting: The most useful ethical
vocabulary

Even when you know what ethics is, you still need a way of explaining your
position on issues. Sure you can use words like “right,” “wrong,” “evil,” “bad,”
“good,” and so on, but they’re not very precise. It’s best to be as precise as
you can in ethical matters, because they’re hard enough to solve without
confusing words.

The best vocabulary for classifying any position, action, or character trait is to
put it one of three classes: “ethically required,” “ethically permitted,” and
“ethically forbidden.” These three classifications fill the gaps left by simple
distinctions between good/bad, right/wrong, and so on. (Keep in mind that”

“because ethics and morality are one and the same, we could have just as
easily used “morally” required, permitted, and forbidden. See the earlier
section “Avoiding the pitfall of separating ethics and morality” for more
information.)

Consider the ethical issue of capital punishment for murderers. People’s
positions vary, but usually they think it’s either right or wrong. Those who
think it’s wrong don’t have a difficult time making their point. They think
people ought to be forbidden from performing capital punishment. But the
crowd that thinks capital punishment is right has some explaining to do.
“Right” could mean two different things that you have to disentangle.

It can mean that society is ethically required to kill all murderers, which
would be a strangely absolutist view.

It also can mean that society is ethically permitted to kill some murderers for
their crimes if the circumstances are awful enough. Most supporters of
capital punishment hold this position. Just using the term “right” can cause
one to overlook the differences between these two conflicting positions.
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“Identifying Arguments for Being Ethical

During your studies of ethics, you probably have wondered about
the most basic question of all: Why be ethical? Without an answer
to this question, you don’t have a lot of reason to continue reading
this book! So this section looks at the two basic responses to help
you get ethically motivated.

Why be ethical 101: It pays off!

People often ask, “Why should | be ethical?” And there’s at least
one answer that never seems to go out of style: Ethics can be in
your self-interest. In other words, ethics pays off. In the real world,
people tend to get annoyed when you steal their stuff, murder their
friends, and cheat on them. As a consequence, they tend to do
things like call the cops, try to murder you in return, or take your
kids and move to Idaho. Things don’t look so rosy when you fail to
be ethical at least on a basic level.

Although some ethical rules and practices may put a serious
damper on a good party, by and large people who follow those
rules tend to live in harmony with those around them. Doing so
creates]...]”

“The ethical life also can pay off in other ways. Barring some bad
luck along the way, ethical people often have less stress in their
lives than unethical people. They don’t have to worry about the
stress of hiding lies (or bodies!). Ethical people also seem capable of
living happier, more fulfilled social lives. They even can develop
much richer relationships with those around them because those
people trust the ethical person to do what’s right — and not to
throw them under a bus whenever it may be more profitable.

If you don’t believe us, consider the words that famous English
philosopher Thomas Hobbes used to describe life where people
hadn’t come together to cooperate in an ethical manner: “Solitary,
poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Hobbes believed that choosing a



sovereign to judge right from wrong allowed human beings to come
out of that nasty and unwelcoming state in order to live together
and create things. This arrangement would be much more in your
self-interest than would living in the brutish state of nature. Refer
to Chapter 9 for more on Hobbes.

Hobbes’s point also leads to an additional reason to be ethical: Even
if your own life[...]”
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