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When deciding how to act, we are often faced 
with uncertainty over, confusions about, or con-
flicts between, our inclinations, desires, or 
interests. The uncertainty, confusions, and con-
flicts can arise even when we are concerned 
simply to promote our own self-interest. We 
may not know what is in our best interests: we 
may have simply adopted some mistaken ideas 
of our parents, our friends, or our culture. Were 
our parents Nazis, for example, we may think 
that maintaining racial purity is our most im-
portant personal aim. We may confuse our 
wants and our interests: we want to manipulate 
others and therefore infer that close personal 
relationships are detrimental to our interests. 
Even when we know some of our interests, we 
may be unable to rank them by their relative 
importance: we may assume that wealth is more 
important than developing character and having 
close relationships. Other times we may know 
our interests, but be unsure of how to resolve 
conflicts between them: I may need to write a 
paper, yet want to hike the local mountain. Even 
if I know the best choice, I may not act on it: I 
may know precisely that it is in my best long-
term interest to lose weight, yet inhale that 
scrumptious pie instead. 

These complications show why I can best 
pursue my interests only if I rationally deliber-
ate about my self interests - if I take the first 
steps toward theorizing about them. I must 
sometimes step back and think more abstractly 
about (a) what it means for something to be an 
interest (rather than a mere desire), (b) to detect 

which objects or behavior or goals are most 
likely to advance those interests, (c) to under-
stand the interconnections between my interests 
(e.g., the ways that health enhances my chance 
of achieving other interests) (d) to find a pro-
cedure for coping with conflicts, and (e) to learn 
how to act on the outcome of rational deliber-
ation. Such theorizing can guide practice: it can 
help us act more prudently. 

Of course, many - perhaps most - actions do 
not concern simply us; they also concern others, 
and they do so in myriad ways. Some of my 
actions may benefit others while other actions 
may harm them, and I may benefit or harm 
others directly or indirectly, intentionally or 
unintentionally. I might directly harm Joe by 
pushing him. I might push him because I am 
angry with him or because I want his place in 
the queue. Or I could indirectly harm Joe, for 
instance, by landing the promotion he needs to 
finance nursing care for his dying mother. Or I 
might offend Joe by privately engaging in what 
he deems kinky sex. If so, my bedroom antics 
affect him, although only indirectly, and only 
because of his particular moral beliefs. Arguably 
it is inappropriate to say that I harmed Joe in 
these last two cases, although I did choose to act 
knowing my actions might affect him (or some-
one else) in these ways. 

In short, in choosing how to act, I should 
acknowledge that many of my actions affect 
others, even if only indirectly. In these circum-
stances, I must choose whether to pursue my 
self-interest or whether to pursue (or at least 
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not harm) the interests of others. Other times I 
must choose to act in ways that may harm some 
people while benefitting others. I might occa-
sionally find ways to promote everyone's inter-
ests without harming anyone's. Occasionally, 
but not always. Perhaps not even often. 

Knowing this does not settle the question of 
how I should act. It only sets the range within 
which morality operates. Morality, traditionally 
understood, involves primarily, and perhaps ex-
clusively, behavior that affects others. I say per-
haps because some people (e.g., Kant) think 
anyone who harms herself, for instance, by 
squandering her talents or abusing her body, 
has done something morally wrong. For present 
purposes, though, we can leave this interesting 
and important question aside. For what every-
one acknowledges is that actions which indis-
putably affect others fall within the moral arena. 

We might disagree about how the fact that an 
action negatively affects others should shape our 
decision about how to act. We might also dis-
agree whether and to what extent actions which 
affect others only indirectly should be evaluated 
morally. We might further disagree about how 
to distinguish direct from indirect harm. None-
theless, if someone's action directly and sub-
stantially affects others (either benefits or 
harms them), then even if we do not yet know 
whether the action is right or wrong, we can 
agree that it should be evaluated morally. How 
we should evaluate it I will discuss in a moment. 

But first I should note related but opposite 
dangers here that we should avoid. One, we 
might infer from the previous discussion that 
most moral decisions are complicated or confus-
ing. That is a mistake. For many moral "deci-
sions" are quite easy to make - so easy that we 
never think about them. No one seriously de-
bates whether morally she should drug a class-
mate so she can have sex with him, whether she 
should steal money from her co-workers to 
finance a vacation on the Riviera, or whether 
she should knowingly infect someone with 
AIDS. This is not the stuff of which moral 
disagreement is made. We know quite well that 
such actions are wrong. In fact, I dare say that 
most moral questions are so easily answered 
that we never ask them. Rather than discuss 
these obvious "questions," we focus on, think 

about, and debate only those that are unclear, 
those about which there is genuine disagree-
ment. 

However, we are also sometimes guilty of 
assuming that a decision is easy to make, 
when, in fact, it is not. This opposite extreme 
is an equally (or arguably more) serious mistake. 
We may fail to see just the conflicts, confusions, 
or uncertainties: the issue may be so compli-
cated that we overlook, fail to understand, or do 
not appreciate how (and how profoundly) our 
actions affect others. Concern for our self-
interest can blind us to the ways our behavior 
significantly affects others or lead us to give 
inadequate weight to others' interests. Add-
itionally, our unquestioning acceptance of the 
moral status quo can make us overlook just how 
wrong some of our behaviors and institutions 
are. Widespread acceptability of a practice does 
not guarantee its correctness. 

The Need for Theory 

Once we reflect on our thoughts, actions, and 
choices, we will see that our views are strongly 
influenced by others. We may think that an 
action is grossly immoral, but not really know 
why. Or we may think we know why, only to 
discover, upon careful examination, that we are 
just parroting the "reasons" offered by our 
friends, teachers, parents, or preachers. Of 
course there is nothing wrong with considering 
how others think and how they have decided 
similar moral questions. Indeed, we would be 
fools not to absorb and benefit from the wisdom 
of others. Yet anyone who is even faintly aware 
of history will acknowledge that collective 
wisdom, like individual wisdom, is sometimes 
mistaken. Our ancestors held slaves, denied 
women the right to vote, practiced genocide, 
and burned witches at the stake. I suspect 
most of them were generally morally decent 
people who were firmly convinced that their 
actions were moral. They acted wrongly be-
cause they failed to be sufficiently self-critical. 
They didn't evaluate their own beliefs; they un-
questioningly adopted the outlook of their ances-
tors, political leaders, teachers, friends, and 
community. In this they were not unique. This 
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is a "sin" of which all of us are guilty. The 
resounding lesson of history is that we must 
scrutinize our beliefs, our choices, . and our 
actions to ensure that we are informed, consist-
ent, imaginative, unbiased, and not mindlessly 
repeating the views of others. Otherwise we may 
perpetrate evils we could avoid, evils for which 
future generations will rightly condemn us. 

One important way to critically evaluate our 
views is to theorize about ethics: to think about 
moral issues more abstractly, more coherently, 
and more consistently. Theorizing is not some 
enterprise divorced from practice, but is simply 
the careful, systematic, and thoughtful reflection 
on practice. Theorizing in this sense will not 
insulate us from error, but it will empower us 
to shed ill-conceived, uninformed, and irrelevant 
considerations. To explain what I mean, let's 
think briefly about a matter dear to most stu-
dents: grades. My grading of students' work can 
go awry in at least three different ways. 

(1) I might use an inconsistent grading stand-
ard. That is, I might use different standards for 
different students: Joan gets an A because she 
has a pleasant smile; Ralph, because he works 
hard; Rachel, because her paper was excep-
tional. Of course knowing that I should use a 
unified grading standard does not tell me what 
standards I should have employed or what 
grades the specific students should have re-
ceived. Perhaps they all deserved the A's they 
received. However, it is not enough that I acci-
dentally gave them the grades they deserved. I 
should have given them A's because they de-
served them, not because of these irrelevant 
considerations. For if I employed irrelevant 
considerations, I will usually give students the 
wrong grades even though in these cases, I 
might have fortuitously given them the appro-
priate grade. 

(2) I might have improper grading standards. 
It is not enough that I have an invariant standard. 
After all, I might have a rotten standard to which 
I adhere unwaveringly. For instance, I might 
consistently give students I like higher grades 
than students I dislike. If so, I grade the papers 
inappropriately, even if consistently. 

(3) I might apply the standards inappropri-
ately. I might have appropriate and consistent 
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grading standards, yet misapply them because I 
am ignorant, close-minded, exhausted, preoccu-
pied, or inattentive. 

I can make parallel "mistakes" in ethical de-
liberations. For instance: 

1 I might use inconsistent ethical principles. 
2 I might have inappropriate moral standards. 
3 I might apply moral standards inappropri-

ately. 

Let us look at each deliberative mistake in more 
detail: 

Consistency We should treat two creatures the 
same unless they are relevantly different, that is, 
different in ways that justify treating them dif-
ferently. Just as students expect teachers to 
grade consistently, we expect ourselves and 
others to make moral decisions consistently. 
The demand for consistency pervades our 
thinking about ethics. A common strategy for 
defending our moral views is to claim that they 
are consistent; a common strategy for criticizing 
another's views is to charge that they are incon-
sistent. 

The argumentative role of consistency is evi-
dent in the discussion of every practical moral 
issue. Consider its role in the ABORTION 
debate. Disputants spend considerable effort 
arguing that their own positions are consistent 
while charging that their opponents' positions 
are inconsistent. Each side labors to show why 
abortion is (or is not) relevantly similar to stand-
ard cases of murder. Most of those who think 
abortion is immoral (and likely all of those who 
think it should be illegal) claim abortion is rele-
vantly similar to murder, while those who think 
abortion should be legal claim it differs rele-
vantly from murder. What we do not find are 
people who think abortion is murder and yet 
wholly moral. 

Consistency likewise plays central roles in 
debates over FREE SPEECH and PATERNAL-
ISM AND RiSK. Those opposed to censorship 
often argue that books, pictures, movies, plays, 
or sculptures that some people want to censor 
are relevantly similar to other art that most of us 
do not want censored. They further claim that 
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pornography is a form of speech, and that if it 
can be prohibited because the majority finds it 
offensive, then consistency demands that we 
censor any speech that offends the majority. 
Conversely, those who claim we can legitimately 
censor pornography go to some pains to explain 
why pornography is relevantly different from 
other forms of speech we want to protect. 
Both sides want to show that their position is 
consistent and that their opponent's position is 
inconsistent. 

Although consistency is generally recognized 
as a requirement of morality, in specific cases it 
is often difficult to detect if someone is (has 
been) (in)consistent. Someone may appear to 
act (in)consistently, but only because we do 
not appreciate the complexity of her moral 
reasoning or because we fail to understand the 
relevant details. As we will see shortly, deter-
mining what is and is not morally relevant is 
often at center stage of many moral debates. 
Nonetheless, what everyone acknowledges is 
that if someone is being inconsistent, then that 
is a compelling reason to reject their position 
unless they can find some way to eliminate that 
inconsistency. 

Correct principles It is not enough to be consist-
ent. We must also employ the appropriate 
guidelines, principles, standards, or make the 
appropriate judgments. Theorizing about ethics 
is one good way to discern the best (most de-
fensible) standards or guidelines, to identify the 
morally relevant features of our actions, to en-
hance our ability to make good judgments. 
Later I discuss how to select and defend these 
principles - how we determine what is morally 
relevant. 

Correct "application" Even when we "know" 
what is morally relevant, and even when we 
reason consistently, we may still make moral 
mistakes. Consider the ways I might misapply 
the "rules" prohibiting (a) lying and (b) 
harming another's feelings. Suppose my wife 
comes home wearing a gaudy sweater. She 
wants to know if I like it. Presumably I should 
neither lie nor intentionally hurt another per-
son's feelings. What, in these circumstances, 
should I do? There are any number of ways in 

which I might act inappropriately. 1) I may not 
see viable alternatives: I may assume, for 
example, that I must baldly lie or else substan-
tially hurt her feelings. 2) I may be insufficiently 
attentive to her needs and interests: I may over- or 
under-estimate how much she will be hurt by 
my honesty (or lack of it). 3) I may be 
influenced self-interest or personal bias: I may 
lie not to protect her feelings, but because I 
don't want her to be angry with me. 4) I may 
know what I should do, but be insuffi-
ciently motivated to do it: I may lie because I just 
don't want the hassle. 5) Or, I may be motivated 
to act as I should, but lack the talent or skill to do 
it: I may want to be honest, but lack the verbal 
and personal skills to be honest in a way that 
will not hurt her feelings. 

These are all failings with practical moral 
significance. We would all be better off if we 
had the personal traits to avoid these and other 
moral errors. Ultimately we should learn how to 
make ourselves more attentive, more informed, 
and better motivated. However, although these 
are vitally important practical concerns, they are 
not the primary focus of most essays in this 
book. What these authors do here is provide 
relevant information, careful logical analysis, 
and a clear account of what they take to be the 
morally relevant features of practical ethical 
questions. 

Is it just a matter of opinion? 

Many of you may find talk of moral standards -
and the application of those standards - troub-
ling. You may think - certainly many people 
talk as if they think - that moral judgments are 
just "matters of opinion." All of us have over-
heard people "conclude" a debate about a con-
tentious moral issue by saying: "Well, it is all 
just a matter of opinion anyway!" I suspect the 
real function of this claim is to signal the speak-
er's desire to terminate the debate - for what-
ever reason. Perhaps the speaker thinks the 
other person is irrational and, therefore, that 
the debate is no longer profitable. Unfortu-
nately this claim seems to imply more. It sug-
gests that since moral judgments are just 
opinions, then all opinions are equally good (or 
equally bad). It implies that we cannot criticize 
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or rationally scrutinize ours (or anyone else's) 
moral judgments. After all, we don't rationally 
criticize mere opinions. 

Is this a defensible implication? I don't see 
how. Even if no (contentious) moral judgment 
were indisputably correct, we should not con-
clude that all moral judgments are equally (un)-
reliable. Although we have no clear way of 
deciding with certainty which actions are best, 
we have excellent ways of showing that some are 
defective. We know, for instance, that moral 
judgments are flawed if they are based on mis-
information, shortsightedness, bias, lack of 
understanding, or wholly bizarre moral princi-
ples. Conversely, judgments are more plausible, 
more defensible, if based on full information, 
careful calculation, astute perception, and if they 
have successfully survived the criticism of 
others in the marketplace of ideas. 

Consider the following analogy: no grammat-
ical or stylistic rules will determine precisely the 
way I should phrase the next sentence. How-
ever, from that we should not conclude that I 
may properly use just any string of words. Some 
clumps of words are not sentences while some 
sentences are complete gibberish. Other sen-
tences might be grammatically well formed -
even stylish - yet be inappropriate because they 
are disconnected from the sentences that pre-
cede or follow them. All these collections of 
words are clearly unacceptable in these circum-
stances, although in some other context(s) the 
same words might be wholly appropriate. Many 
other sentences are grammatically well formed, 
relevant and minimally clear, yet are nonethe-
less lacking in some way. They might, for in-
stance, be somewhat vague or imprecise. Others 
may be comprehensible, relevant, and generally 
precise, yet still be gaudy or at least bereft of 
style. Some array of others might be wholly 
adequately, sufficiently adequate so that there 
is no strong reason to prefer one to the others. 
Perhaps some would be uniquely brilliant. No 
grammar book will enable us to make all those 
distinctions nor could it empower us to clearly 
identify the best sentence(s). And even if ordin-
ary folks (or even accomplished writers) dis-
cussed the merits and demerits of each, we 
(they) are unlikely to decide that one is uniquely 
best. Nonetheless, we have no problem distin-
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guishing the trashy or the unacceptably vague 
from the linguistically sublime. In short, we 
needn't think that one sentence is uniquely 
good to acknowledge that some are better 
and some are worse. Likewise for ethics. We 
may not always know how to act; we may find 
substantial disagreement about some highly 
contentious ethical issues. But from that we 
should not infer that all moral ideas are created 
equal. 

We should also not ignore the obvious fact 
that circumstances often demand that we act 
even if there is no (or we cannot discern a) 
uniquely appropriate moral action. Nonetheless, 
our uncertainty does not lead us to think that -
or act as if - all views were equal. We do not 
toss a coin to decide whether to remove our 
parents from life support, whom to marry, 
which job to take, or whether someone charged 
with a felony is guilty. We (should) strive to 
make an informed decision based on the best 
evidence, and then act accordingly, even though 
the best evidence will never guarantee certainty. 
To make an informed decision we should 
understand the relevant issues, take a longer-
term perspective, set aside irrational biases, and 
inculcate a willingness to subject our tentative 
conclusions to the criticisms of others. 

After all, our actions sometimes do pro-
foundly affect others and circumstances may 
demand that we act. We should not bemoan 
our inability to be certain that we have found 
the uniquely best action; we must simply make 
the best choice we can. We should, of course, 
acknowledge our uncertainty, admit our fallibil-
ity, and be prepared to consider new ideas, 
especially when they are supported by strong 
arguments. However, we have no need to em-
brace any pernicious forms of relativism. That 
would be not only misguided, but also a moral 
mistake. 

The Role of Theory 

Even when people agree that an issue should be 
evaluated, at least partly, by criteria of morality, 
they often disagree about how to evaluate it. Or, 
using the language of the previous section, 
people may disagree about the best principles 
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or judgments, about how those are to be inter-
preted, or about how they should be applied. As 
a result, two reasonable and decent people can 
reach wholly different conclusions about the 
moral appropriateness of the same action. Here 
is where we clearly require the rational assess-
ment of our actions. We should examine, try to 
understand, and then evaluate our own and 
others' reasons in favor of our (their) moral 
conclusions. After all, people usually have - or 
at least think they have - reasons for their 
respective conclusions. 

For instance, anti-abortionists argue that 
abortion is unjustified because the fetus has 
the same right to life as a normal adult, while 
pro-abortionists argue that abortion should be 
legal because the woman has the right to decide 
what happens in and to her body. Supporters of 
capital punishment argue that executions deter 
crime, while opponents argue that it is cruel and 
inhumane. Those who want to censor pornog-
raphy claim it degrades women, while support-
ers argue that it is a form of free speech that 
should be protected by law. 

In giving reasons for their judgments, people 
usually cite some feature(s) of the action that are 
thought to explain or undergird that evaluation. 
This function of reasons is not confined to 
ethical disagreements. I may justify my claim 
that "Fargo is a good movie" by claiming that it 
has well-defined characters, an interesting plot, 
and the appropriate dramatic tension. That is, I 
identify features of the movie that I think justify 
my evaluation. The features I cite, however, are 
not unique to this movie. In giving these 
reasons I imply that "having well-defined char-
acters" or "having an interesting plot" or 
"having the appropriate dramatic tension" are 
important characteristics of good movies, 
period. That is not to say these are the only 
or the most important characteristics. Nor is 
it yet to decide how much weighty these char-
acteristics are. However, it is to say that 
if a movie has any of these characteristics, 
then we have a reason to think it is a good 
movie. 

There are three ways you can challenge my 
evaluation of the movie: you can challenge 
my criteria, the weight I give those criteria, 
or my application of the criteria (the claim that 

the movie satisfies the criteria). For instance, 
you could argue that having well-defined char-
acters is not a relevant criterion, that I have 
given that criterion too much weight, or that 
Fargo does not have well-defined characters. In 
defense, I could explain why I think it is a 
relevant criterion, that I have given the criterion 
the appropriate weight, and that the movie's 
characters are well developed. At this point we 
are discussing two related issues arising at "dif-
ferent levels." We are debating how to evaluate 
a particular movie, and we are arguing the the-
oretical merits about competing criteria of good 
movies. 

In like manner, when discussing a practical 
ethical issue, we are discussing not only that 
particular issue, we are, whether we realize or 
not, also engaged in higher level debates about 
underlying theoretical questions. We do not 
want to know only whether capital punishment 
deters crime, we also want to know whether 
deterrence is morally important, and, if so, just 
how important. When theorizing reaches a cer-
tain level or complexity and sophistication, we 
can begin to speak of having a theory. Ethical 
theories are simply formal and more systematic 
discussions of these second level, theoretical 
questions. They are philosophers' efforts to 
identify the relevant moral criteria, the weight 
or significance of each criterion, and to offer 
some guidance on how we can determine 
whether an action satisfies those criteria. In 
the next section, I will briefly outline some 
more familiar ethical theories. 

But before I do, let me first offer a warning. In 
thinking about ethical theories, we may be 
tempted to assume that people who hold the 
same theory will make the same practical ethical 
judgements, and that those who make the same 
practical ethical judgements will embrace the 
same theory. Not so. That is not true of any 
evaluative judgements. For instance, two people 
with similar criteria for good movies may differ-
ently evaluate Fargo, while two people who loved 
Fargo may have (somewhat) different criteria for 
good movies. Likewise for ethics. Two people 
with different ethical theories may nonetheless 
agree that abortion is morally permitted (or 
grossly immoral), while two adherents of the 
same moral theory may differently evaluate 
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abortion. Knowing someone's theoretical 
commitments does not tell us precisely what 
actions she thinks are right or wrong. It tells us 
only how she thinks about moral issues - about 
her criteria of relevance and the weight she gives 
to them. 

Main Types of Theory 

Two broad classes of ethical theory - conse-
quentialist and deontological - have shaped 
most people's understanding of ethics. Conse-
quentialists hold that we should choose the 
available action with the best overall conse-
quences, while deontologists hold that we 
should act in ways circumscribed by moral 
rules or rights, and that these rules or rights 
are defined (at least partly) independently of 
consequences. Let us look at each in turn. By 
necessity these descriptions will be oversimpli-
fied and somewhat vague. Oversimplified, be-
cause I do not have sufficient space to provide a 
complete account of each. Vague, because even 
those who embrace these theories disagree about 
exactly how they should be interpreted. None-
theless, these descriptions should be sufficient 
to help you understand the broad outline of 
each. Then, as you read some of these essays, 
you will see some ways these theories are de-
veloped and wielded in moral debate. 

Consequentialism 

Consequentialists claim that we are obligated to 
act in ways that produce the best consequences. 
It is not difficult to see why this is an appealing 
theory. First, it relies on the same style of 
reasoning that we use in making purely pruden-
tial decisions. If you are trying to select a college 
major, you will consider the available options, 
predict the likely outcomes of each, and deter-
mine their relative value. You would then select 
a major with the best predicted outcome. 

Consequential ism uses the same framework, 
but injects the interests of others into the 
"equation." When facing a moral decision, I 
should consider available alternative actions, 
trace the likely moral consequences of each, 
and then select the alternative with the best 
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consequences for all concerned. When stated 
so vaguely, consequentialism is clearly an appeal-
ing moral theory. After all, it seems difficult to 
deny that achieving the best available outcome 
would be good. The problem, of course, is dec-
iding which consequences we should consider 
and how much weight we should give to each. 
For, until we know that, we cannot know how to 
reason about morality. 

Utilitarianism, the most widely advocated 
form of consequentialism, has an answer. Utili-
tarians claim we should choose the option that 
maximizes "the greatest happiness of 
the greatest number." They also advocate com-
plete equality: "each to count as one and no 
more than one." Of course we might disagree 
about exactly what it means to maximize the 
greatest happiness of the greatest number; 
still more we might be unsure about how this 
is to be achieved. Act utilitarians claim that 
we determine the rightness of an action if 
we can decide which action, in those circum-
stances, would be most likely to promote 
the greatest happiness of the greatest number. 
Rule utilitarians, however, reject the idea 
that moral decisions should be decided case-
by-case (see Hooker, EUTHANASIA). On 
their view, we should decide not whether a 
particular action is likely to promote the greatest 
happiness of the greatest number, but whether a 
particular type of action would, if done by most 
people, promote the greatest happiness of the 
greatest number. 

Thus, it seems that an act utilitarian might 
decide that a lie, in a particular case, is justified 
because it maximizes the happiness of all those 
concerned, while the rule utilitarian might claim 
that since everyone's lying would diminish hap-
piness, then it would be best to adopt a strong 
rule against lying. We should abide by this rule 
even if, in some particular case, lying might 
appear to better promote the greatest happiness 
of the greatest number. 

Deontology 

Deontological theories are most easily under-
stood in contrast to consequentialist theories. 
Whereas consequentialists claim we should 
always strive to promote the best consequences, 
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deontologists claim that our moral obligations 
whatever they are are in some sense and to 
some degree independent of consequences. 
Thus, if I have obligations not to kill or steal or 
lie, those obligations are justified not simply on 
the ground that following such rules will always 
produce the best consequences. 

That is why many people find deontological 
theories so attractive. For example, most of us 
would be offended if someone lied to us, even if 
the lie produced the greatest happiness for the 
greatest number. I would certainly be offended 
if someone killed me, even if my death might 
produce the greatest happiness for the greatest 
number (you use my kidneys to save two 
people's lives, my heart to save someone else's 
life, etc.). Thus, the rightness or wrongness 
of lying or killing cannot be explained, the de-
ontologist claims, simply because of its conse-
quences. Of course there is considerable 
disagreement among deontologists about which 
rules are true. They also disagree about how 
to determine these rules. Some deontologists 
claim abstract reason shows us how we should 
act (Kant). Others (McNaughton) claim intu-
itions are our guide. Still others talk about 
discovering principles that are justified in re-
flective equilibrium (Rawls, e.g., in the selection 
on ECONOMIC JUSTICE), while some claim 
we should seek principles that might be 
adopted by an ideal observer (Arthur in 
WORLD HUNGER AND INTERNATIONAL 
JUSTICE). 

Alternatives 

There are numerous alternatives to these theor-
ies. To call them alternatives does not say that 
they are inferior, only that they have not played 
as significant a role in the shaping of contem-
porary ethical thought. Two are especially 
worth mention since they have become highly 
influential in the past two decades. 

Virtue theory Virtue theory has not been as 
influential as either deontology or consequen-
tialism in shaping modern ethical thought. 
Nonetheless, it predates both, at least as a 
formal theory. It was the dominant theory of 
the ancient Greeks, reaching its clearest expres-

sion in the work of Aristotle's Nicomachean 
Ethics. For many centuries it was neither dis-
cussed nor advocated as a serious competitor. 
But by the late fifties, it was starting to reappear 
in the philosophical literature (the history of 
this re-emergence is traced in the essays re-
printed in Crisp and Slote, 1997). 

Much of the appeal of virtue theory arises 
from the perceived failings of the standard al-
ternatives. Deontology and consequentialism, 
virtue theorists claim, put inadequate (or no) 
emphasis on the agent on the ways she should 
be, or the kinds of character she should develop. 
Relatedly, they fail to give appropriate scope to 
personal judgment and put too much emphasis 
on following rules (whether deontological or 
consequentialistic). 

Certainly on some readings of deontology and 
utilitarianism, it sounds as if advocates of these 
theories believed that a moral decision was the 
mindless application of a moral rule. The 
rule says "Be honest," then we should be 
honest. The rule says: "Always act to promote 
the greatest happiness of the greatest number," 
then we need only figure out which action has 
the most desirable consequences, and then do it. 
Ethics, then, might be seen to resemble math. 
The calculations may require patience and care, 
but they do not depend on judgment. 

Many advocates of the standard theories find 
these objections by virtue theorists telling and 
over the past two decades, have modified their 
respective theories to (partially) accommodate 
them. The result, says Rosalind Hursthouse, is 
"that the lines of demarcation between these 
three approaches have become blurred .... 
Deontology and utilitarianism are no longer 
perspicuously identified by describing them 
as emphasizing rules or consequences in contrast 
to character" (Hursthouse 1999: 4). Both put 
more emphasis on judgment and on character. 
For instance, Hill, who is a deontologist, none-
theless describes the proper attitude toward the 
ENVIRONMENT in a way that emphasizes excel-
lence or character, while Strikwerda and May 
(SEXUAL AND RACIAL DISCRIMINATION), 
who do not generally embrace virtue theory, 
emphasize the need for men to feel shame for 
their complicity in the rape of women. However, 
although judgment and character may play in-
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creasingly important roles in contemporary ver-
sions of deontology or consequentialism, neither 
play the central role that it does in virtue theory. 
This is evident, for instance, in Hursthouse's 
discussion of ABORTION and in the essays in 
the section on the VIR TUES. 

Feminist theory Historically most philosophers 
were men, men imbued with the sexist outlook 
of their cultures. Thus, it is not surprising 
that women's interests, and any perspectives 
they might have, played no real role in the 
development of standard ethical theories. The 
question is: what does that say about those 
theories? Can we, for instances, merely prune 
Aristotle's explicit sexism from his theory and 
still have an Aristotelian theory that is adequate 
for a less sexist age? Can we prune Kant's 
sexism and leave a non-sexist but viable de-
ontology? 

In the early years of feminism, many thinkers 
seemed to think so. They claimed that the em-
phasis in standard ethical theories on justice, 
equality, and fairness could give women all the 
argumentative ammunition they needed to 
claim their rightful place in the public world. 

Others were not so sure. For instance, Carol 
Gilligan (1982) argued that women have differ-
ent moral experiences and different moral 
reasoning, and that these differences should be 
part of any adequate account of morality. She 
subsequently advocated an "Ethics of Care," 
which she thought best exemplified women's 
experience and thinking. 

Many subsequent feminists applaud the ways 
in which the Ethics of Care has critiqued the 
more standard ethical theories for overlooking, 
or intentionally eschewing, the experiences and 
reasoning of women. Yet some of these femi-
nists think that those more traditional theories, 
especially if augmented by a keen awareness of 
gender issues and wider concerns with develop-
ment of people's unique human capacities, can 
go some distance toward building an adequate 
ethical theory. Minimally, though, feminist cri-
tiques have forced philosophers to reevaluate 
their theories, and even to rethink exactly what 
an ethical theory is and what it is supposed to 
achieve (Jaggar, 2000). 

Theorizing about Ethics 

In any event, pay close attention to the ways 
in which authors discuss issues about RACIAL 
AND SEXUAL DISCRIMINATION, AFFIRMA-
TIVE ACTION, and ABORTION, as well as sev-
eral of the essays in the section on FREE 
SPEECH, and Anderson on Surrogacy (FAM-
ILIES AND REPRODUCTIVE TECHNOLOGY). 
See whether the reasons used here differ from 
those employed in other essays. If so, how? 

Conclusion 

As you read the following essays, you will see 
how these different ways of thinking about ethics 
shape our deliberations about particular moral 
issues. Be alert to these theoretical differences. 
They will help you better understand the essays. 
Also pay close attention to the section introduc-
tions. These highlight the theoretical issues that 
playa central role within that section. 
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Reading philosophy differs from reading sci-
ence fiction or the daily newspaper. The sub-
jects are different; the purposes are different; 
the styles are different. Science fiction at-
tempts to transport us imaginatively to distant 
worlds of larger-than-life heros and villains. It 
aims to entertain us, to divert us from the 
doldrums of our daily lives, and perhaps even 
to empower us: having seen the glories or evils 
of worlds not-yet experienced, we may be 
better equipped to live in our everyday 
world. Science fiction achieves these aims by 
spinning a convincing narrative of creatures 
living in previously unknown worlds; it evokes 
our imaginative powers through expressive 
language. 

Newspapers aim to inform us of significant 
political, social, cultural, economic, and climatic 
events. Once we are informed we can presum-
ably make better decisions about our leaders, 
our finances, and our social lives. They typically 
achieve these aims by giving us the facts, just 
the facts, and they usually present these facts 
using a pithy writing style. 

Philosophers have neither the simple aims 
of the journalist nor the airy aims of the sci-
ence fiction novelist. Their primary function is 
not to inform or to inspire, but to help us 
explore competing ideas and the reasons for 
them. The philosopher achieves these aims by 
employing a writing style that tends to be 
neither pithy nor expressive. The style likely 

differs from any with which you are accus-
tomed. 

Philosophical Language 

While the reporter and the novelist write for 
the public, philosophers usually write for one 
other. Thus, while most newspapers and some 
science fiction are written for an eighth grade 
audience, philosophical essays are written for 
others with university training. That is why 
you will need a more robust vocabulary to 
understand a philosophical essay than you 
need to understand the latest novel or a column 
in the local paper. So keep a dictionary handy to 
look up "ordinary" words you may not yet 
know. You will also face an additional hurdle 
with these essays' vocabularies. Philosophy, 
like all academic disciplines, employs special-
ized terms. Some of these are familiar words 
with specialized meanings; others are words 
unique to the discipline. To fully grasp philo-
sophical writing, you will need to understand 
both. Do not despair. Often you can roughly 
determine the term's meaning from its context. 
If, after doing your best, you still cannot under-
stand its meaning, ask your instructor. Most 
of these words can be explained in a clear, 
non-technical way. You can also consult 
the on-line philosophical dictionary (see the 
link on this book's supporting web page -
www.etsu.edufEthics.in.Practicef). 
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Philosophical writing also tends to be more 
complex than the writings of reporters and nov-
elists. Occasionally it is more complex than it 
needs to be: the author may not know how to 
write clearly. Sometimes the essay seems more 
complex than it is since the author wrote 
decades or even centuries ago, when most 
writers penned long, intricate sentences. You 
can often break down these long sentences into 
their component parts, e.g., by treating a semi-
colon as a period. You may also need to reread 
the essay several times to get a sense of the 
author's rhythm, much in the way that you 
may need to listen to a musician several times 
before you find it easy to appreciate her 
music. 

Often, though, the writing is complex simply 
because the ideas expressed are complex. We 
cannot always render profound thoughts into 
intellectual pabulum. The only way to grasp 
such essays is to generally improve one's read-
ing skills, in large part by reading and rereading 
essays until you understand them. 

The Centrality of Argument 

Philosophical writing is complex also because it 
contains and evaluates arguments. Philosophers 
forward their own arguments and critique the 
arguments of others. "Arguments," in this 
context, have a particular philosophical sense: 
An argument is a connected series of state-
ments with some central claim the writer is 
trying to defend (the conclusion), supported 
by evidence (the premises) the author offers 
on behalf of the conclusion. The evidence phil-
osophers use varies. They may proffer empir-
ical data, forward imaginative examples, pose 
suggestions, and critique alternatives. Make 
certain you have identified the author's conclu-
sion and her premises before you evaluate her 
work. Do not fall into the trap of judging that 
an argument is bad simply because you dislike 
the conclusion. 

This tendency to dismiss views we dislike 
helps explain philosophers' concern with argu-
ments. Each of us is constantly bombarded with 
claims. Some of these claims are true, some 
false. Some offer sage wisdom; some, dreadful 
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advice. How do we distinguish the true from the 
false, the wise from the stupid - especially when 
the topic is some controversial moral, political, 
and social issue? How do we know the proper 
moral response to abortion, world hunger, 
homosexuality, and affirmative action? Do we 
just pick the one we like? The one our parents, 
preachers, teachers, friends, or society advo-
cate? Often that is exactly what we do. But we 
shouldn't. Even a cursory glance at history 
reveals that many horrendous evils were com-
mitted by those who embraced their views 
steadfastly and uncritically. Most Nazis, slave 
holders, and commanders of Russian Gulags 
did not think they were immoral; they assumed 
they were doing the right thing. They simply 
accepted their society's views without subject-
ing them to rational scrutiny. That we should 
not do. At least not if we are responsible indi-
viduals. After all, people's lives, welfare, and 
happiness may depend on our decisions, and 
the decisions of people like us. 

What is our option? We can look for claims 
supported by the best evidence. We should 
examine the reasons offered for alternative 
beliefs. Doing so will not insure that we 
make the best decision, but it will increase the 
odds that we do. It will lessen the possibility 
that we make highly objectionable decisions, 
decisions we will later come to regret. Philoso-
phers offer arguments for their views to help 
themselves and others make better decisions. 

Most people are unaccustomed to scrutiniz-
ing arguments. Since most of us were taught to 
believe what our parents, our priests, our 
teachers, and our pals told us, we are disinclined 
to consider the arguments of others seriously, or 
to rationally criticize our own views. Moreover, 
although all of us have offered some arguments 
for our views, we have rarely done so with the 
care and depth that are the staples of good 
philosophy. Philosophers strive to offer a clear, 
unambiguous conclusion supported by reasons 
that even those disinclined to believe her con-
clusions are likely to find persuasive. That is not 
to say that philosophers never make bad argu-
ments or say stupid things. Of course we do. 
However, it is to say that the explicit aim of 
philosophy is a clear, careful assessment of the 
reasons for and against ours and others' views. 
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That is why a key to understanding philosophy 
is being able to spot arguments, and then to 
critique them. That is something you will 
learn, at least in part, by practice. 

Looking at Others' Views 

Since part of the task of defending one's view is 
to show that it is rationally superior to alterna-
tives, a philosopher usually not only (a) pro-
vides arguments for her view, she will also (b) 
respond to criticisms of that view, and (c) con-
sider alternative perspectives. Sometimes those 
other views and criticisms are advocated by a 
specific philosopher whose work the author 
cites. Often, though, the view the author dis-
cusses is not that of any particular philosopher, 
but rather the view of some hypothetical advo-
cate of a position (e.g., conservatism or theism 
or pro-life). This is often double trouble for a 
student. You may be unfamiliar with the view 
being discussed. Since you do not know if the 
view has been accurately represented, you 
cannot judge if the criticisms (and responses to 
criticisms) are telling. Worse, you may have 
trouble distinguishing the author's view from 
the views of those she discusses. Many students 
do. 

I[ you read it quickly, and without concen-
trating, you will probably be confused. How-
ever, usually use you can spot this practice if 
you read the essay carefully. After all, most 
authors give argumentative road signs that 
show when she is arguing for a view and when 
she is stating or discussing someone else's view. 
Of course the student may also miss these signs 
because she does not know what to look for. But 
simply knowing that this is a common argumen-
tative strategy should lessen the difficulty. You 
can also look for specific cues. 

For instance, authors who discuss another's 
views frequently use the third person to suggest 
that another person is speaking (or arguing). At 
other times the author may explicitly say some-
thing like "others may disagree ... " and then 
go on to discuss someone else's view. In still 
other cases the distinction may be more subtle, 
likely picked up only after carefully reading the 
essay several times. In the end there is no single 

or simple way to distinguish the author's view 
from other views the author is discussing. How-
ever, if you read the essays carefully, using the 
general strategy just outlined, you will increase 
the likelihood that you will not be confused. 

The Rational Consequences of What We 
Say 

The philosopher's discussion of examples or 
cases - especially fictional cases - sometimes 
confuses students. The use of such cases, 
though, builds upon a central pillar of philo-
sophical argument, namely, that we should con-
sider the implications or rational consequences 
of our beliefs and actions. The following fic-
tional example explains what I mean. Suppose a 
teacher gives you an "A" because she likes you, 
and gives Robert - your worst enemy - an "F" 
because she dislikes him. You might be ecstatic 
that you received an "A"; you may also be 
thrilled to know that your worst enemy failed. 
However, do you want to say that what the 
teacher did was morally acceptable? No. There 
are implications of saying that, implications you 
would likely be loath to accept. 

If you said that the teacher's reason for giving 
those grades was legitimate, you would be 
saying, in effect, that teachers should be able 
to give students they like good grades and stu-
dents they dislike bad grades. Thus, you would 
be rationally committed to saying that if you 
had a teacher who disliked you, then she could 
legitimately fail you. That, of course, is a con-
sequence you are unwilling to accept. There-
fore, you (and we) have reason to suspect that 
your original acceptance ofthe teacher's grading 
scheme was inappropriate. This is a common 
argumentative strategy. Trace the implications 
- the rational consequences - of a person's 
reasons for action, and then see if you (or others) 
would be willing to accept those consequences. 

A Final Word 

These suggestions will not make reading philo-
sophical essays easy. My hope, though, is that it 
will make it easier. In the end the key to success 
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is practice. If you have never read philosophical 
arguments before, you are unlikely to be able to 
glance at the essay and understand it: you will 
likely miss the central idea, its relation to alter-
natives, and you will almost certain fail to com-
prehend the author's argument. To fully 
understand the essay, you must read the assign-
ment carefully, and more than once. Most 
essays are too difficult in style and content for 
you to grasp in a single reading. Not even most 
professional philosophers can do that. 

Here is a good strategy: Read the essay once. 
Identify confusing or unusual terms. Try to get a 
general sense of the argument: what is the point 
the author wants to establish, what reason does 
she offer for this claim? What arguments does 
she discuss? Identify the points about which you 
are still unclear. After you have a general sense of 
the essay, reread it more carefully. Strive for a 
thorough understanding of the argument. Come 
to class prepared to ask for help clarifying any 
remaining confusions about the author's views. 
If you are accustomed to reading an assignment 
once - and then only quickly - this expectation 
will seem overly demanding. Yet, it is important 
that you learn to read carefully and critically. 

Herein lies the key to success: persistence and 
practice. There may be times you find the read-
ing so difficult that you will be tempted to stop, 
to wait for the instructor to explain it. Yield not 
to temptation. Press on. It is better and more 
rewarding to understand the reading for your-

Reading Philosophy 

self. Think, for a moment, about what happens 
when someone "explains" a joke that you could 
(with time and effort) have understood on your 
own. It spoils the joke. 

Learning to read more complex essays is a skill, 
and, like any skill, it is not acquired all at once 
or without effort. Little in life that is valuable is 
acquired effortlessly. Getting in physical shape 
requires vigorous exercise and more than a little 
perspiration. Establishing and maintaining a vi-
brant relationship requires effort, understand-
ing, and sacrifice. Learning to playa musical 
instrument does not come quickly, and is, at 
times, exceedingly frustrating. Learning to 
read sophisticated essays is no different. If you 
persist, however, you will find that with time it 
becomes easier to read and understand philo-
sophical essays. The payoff is substantial and 
enduring. You will better understand the day's 
reading assignment, which will most assuredly 
improve your grade. But more important, you 
will also expand your vocabulary and hone your 
reading skills. You will increase your ability to 
understand more complex and important 
writing. Most of the world's great books are 
inaccessible to those with minimal reading and 
argumentative skills. Learning to read method-
ically, critically, and in depth will expand your 
mental horizons. It will increase your under-
standing of others' views. And it will enhance 
your ability to refine and defend your own views. 
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